Understanding mentors’ experiences in order to improve mentor retention:  a three-study, multi-method dissertation by Drew, Alison Lynne
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2018
Understanding mentors’
experiences in order to improve
mentor retention: a three-study,
multi-method dissertation
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/33249
Boston University
 BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING MENTORS' EXPERIENCES 
 
IN ORDER TO IMPROVE MENTOR RETENTION: 
 
A THREE-STUDY, MULTI-METHOD DISSERTATION 
 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
 
ALISON LYNNE DREW 
 
A.B., Harvard University, 2007 
Ed.M., Harvard University, 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
2018 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 © 2018 by 
  ALISON LYNNE DREW 
  All rights reserved 
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader   
 Renée Spencer, Ed.D. 
 Professor and Chair of Human Behavior 
 
 
 
 
Second Reader   
 Thomas Byrne, Ph.D. 
 Assistant Professor of Social Welfare Policy 
 
 
 
 
Third Reader    
 Ruth Paris, Ph.D. 
 Associate Professor and Chair of Clinical Practice 
iv 
DEDICATION  
In the youth mentoring field, we tend to hold on to the stories of the exceptional 
mentoring relationships and the mentors who go above and beyond the call of duty.  I 
think this is because, even though we know these are the outliers, they’re the ideals we 
strive for that keep us motivated when things get challenging.  This dissertation is 
dedicated to my friend Felipe Suarez and his mentor Bill Cartier, who had an exemplar 
mentoring relationship.  Felipe and Bill’s relationship reminds me that the good ones are 
out there and that I need to keep on this path even when it’s difficult.     
So much of who we are depends on where we came from.  This dissertation is 
also dedicated in memory of my grandfather, Robert Drew, who dropped out of high 
school at 16 to go work in a factory during World War II but still managed to become one 
of the most well-rounded scholars I’ve met.  He was so supportive of my education, 
wearing his Harvard hat until it nearly fell to pieces and then being the only one in the 
family willing to discuss Karl Marx with me during the first semester of my doctoral 
program.  I wish he was here to see this dissertation completed but know he would be 
proud to finally have a Dr. Drew in the family.  
v 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
Having spent a decade in the youth mentoring field, first as a practitioner and then 
as a researcher (with a few years of overlap in the middle), I cannot help but to be 
grateful for the amazing formal and informal mentors I have had throughout my life.  
This dissertation never would have been completed without an array of support.  Thank 
you to my committee, Renée Spencer, Tom Byrne, Ruth Paris, Sally Bachman and Mary 
Collins for your guidance in conceptualizing my dissertation, your flexibility when I 
needed to change my plan mid-course, your patience with every timeline revision and 
your thoughtful feedback, which I know has always had my best interests in mind.  I 
would especially like to acknowledge Renée, who has been my advisor, mentor, 
supervisor and a true role model for the last 7 years.  Thank you Renée for providing so 
many opportunities for me to develop as a scholar in ways beyond what I could have 
anticipated.  Early in my program, if people asked me what I wanted to do when I was 
finished, I responded, “Be Renée.”  This, of course, is impossible, but I hope that as I 
transition from student to independent researcher and teacher that I can emulate your 
intelligence, dedication, kindness, integrity, contributions to the field and investment in 
your students.  I would also like to thank Renée and Tom Keller for sharing their data 
with me- without it there would be only 1/3 of a dissertation, and Gregg Harbaugh for his 
statistical consultation, and more, for his patience.  
My peer mentors have been a tremendous source of support and encouragement 
during the writing process, helping to keep me motivated and on track, and always 
willing to think through new ideas and strategies.  Thank you especially to fellow 
vi 
doctoral students and friends, Grace Gowdy, Martha McCormack, Heide Busse and 
Judith Scott, for sharing the struggles and successes of the dissertation process with me. 
Thank you to my friends and former mentoring co-workers who have supported 
this doctorate from the beginning and have always had faith that I could (eventually) get 
it done.  I’ve appreciated the enthusiastic cheerleading, the thoughtful questions and the 
space you gave me when I didn’t want to talk about it.  You’ve provided the balance I’ve 
needed to stay sane through this all- allowing me to vent when I needed to or distracting 
me when I just needed a break.  Thanks in particular to Allie Desjardins for always being 
available to celebrate the milestones along the way, starting with the first day of class, 
and to Sarah Burke for letting me snuggle your babies when I needed some serious stress 
relief.   
Thank you to my wonderful partner, Gilberto Soler Llavina.  You’ve seen me at 
my best, and at my worst, and have amazingly stuck around.  Thanks for dealing with me 
when I was exhausted, unmotivated or losing confidence, and for always being ready to 
share a celebratory bottle of bubbly when the time is right.  I love you.   
My earliest and most consistent support has come from my family.  Above all, 
thank you to my parents, Alan and Janice, for always telling me I was smart and could do 
anything I wanted to do.  Your unwavering confidence in me allowed me to imagine this 
whole thing was possible.  Thank you also to my sister Stephanie, who proof read almost 
every paper I wrote throughout my doctoral program, including this entire dissertation, 
and who has always been my person.  Mom, Dad, Stephanie, I’m sorry it took so long, 
but I hope it was worth the wait.  I love you all! Go Team Go! 
vii 
UNDERSTANDING MENTORS' EXPERIENCES  
IN ORDER TO IMPROVE MENTOR RETENTION:   
A THREE-STUDY, MULTI-METHOD DISSERTATION 
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Major Professor: Renée Spencer, Chair and Professor, Human  
Behavior in the Social Environment 
ABSTRACT 
 Formal mentoring programs rely on mentors to build supportive relationships with 
youth with the intention of providing positive developmental opportunities for the youth.  
This dissertation, which includes three studies, explores the experiences of mentors, 
focusing on factors that contribute to mentors committing to and sustaining mentoring 
relationships, and how mentors approach building a supportive relationship. 
 Study 1 develops and tests a conceptual model of mentor retention integrating 
concepts from the volunteerism and interpersonal relationship literatures to predict 
mentor retention.  Participants were 51 college student-mentors.  Path analysis showed 
support for the conceptual model.  Mentor retention was predicted by their commitment 
but not by role identity.  Role identity was positively related to mentor commitment.  
Role identity was predicted by relationship satisfaction, available alternatives and 
investment; only satisfaction predicted commitment.   
 Study 2 examined how program practices influence mentor commitment utilizing 
secondary data from 551 mentors from mentoring programs involved in a large, 
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randomized controlled trial evaluating an intervention to improve mentoring program 
quality.  Path analysis demonstrated that how well the mentor felt the program set 
expectations and whether they were matched with a youth based on their preferences 
were associated with the mentor’s commitment.  The relationships between commitment 
and program practices were partially mediated by the mentor’s relationship satisfaction 
and available alternatives. 
Study 3 explores how mentors approach building their mentoring relationship, 
whether different approaches contribute to supports offered to the youth, and if there are 
differences by gender or whether the mentor has previous experience mentoring.  
Thematic analysis of 16 mentoring relationships did not identify any specific approach as 
best.  Instead, what mattered was the fit of the approach with the specific circumstances 
of the match.  Mentors whose approach fit well or who were able to adapt their approach 
had the longest matches and provided the most support.  Males were more often 
described to have an approach that was a good fit and to have provided more support.  
Whether previous mentoring experience helped a mentor build the relationship and 
support the youth depended on how the previous relationship went and how it influenced 
the mentor’s expectations with regard to the current match.   
ix 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 In formal mentoring programs, mentors serve as the agents of change in building 
a relationship with a youth aimed at providing positive developmental opportunities.  
Theoretical and empirical evidence suggest that positive outcomes for the youth occur 
within the context of a strong, consistent relationship with the mentor, sustained over 
time (Karcher, 2005; Parra, DuBois, Neville, Pugh-Lily & Povinelli, 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 
2005; Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang & Noam, 2006; Spencer, 2007a).  Unfortunately, 
many mentoring programs struggle with mentor retention, with an estimated one-third to 
one-half of mentoring relationships ending before reaching their initial commitment 
(Bernstein, Dun Rappaport, Olsho, Hunt & Levin, 2009; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; 
Kupersmidt, Stump, Stelter & Rhodes, 2017; Rhodes, 2002), often initiated by the mentor 
(Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & Drew, 2017).  Understanding 
mentor retention is critical given the reliance on mentors to deliver the mentoring 
intervention and the high costs, both the risk of harm to the youth (e.g., Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002) and the financial burden on programs, of early ending relationships.  In 
order to better understand mentors’ decisions to continue or end their mentoring 
relationships, we must better understand how mentors experience these relationships. 
 The purpose of this dissertation, which includes three studies, is to contribute to 
the growing body of literature examining the experiences of formal youth mentors in 
order to identify ways that programs can facilitate longer, stronger and more supportive 
relationships for more at-risk youth.  These studies explore different but interrelated 
aspects of the mentor’s experience including individual, relational and contextual factors 
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that influence how a mentor approaches their relationship with a mentee and whether or 
not they persist in that relationship.  Previous explanations regarding why mentors stay in 
or leave their mentoring relationships have focused on the mentor as either a volunteer 
for an organization (Stukas, Clary & Snyder, 2014; Stukas & Tanti, 2005) or a participant 
in an interpersonal relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), which fails to integrate these 
dual experiences of volunteer mentors. Therefore, the first study of this dissertation 
develops and empirically tests a conceptual model of mentor retention that integrates the 
dual roles of a mentor as a volunteer and as a participant in an interpersonal relationship 
in order to more fully understand factors related to why mentors do or do not persist. In 
addition, formal mentoring relationships exist within the context of a mentoring program, 
which sets guidelines and expectations for the mentoring match.  The second study 
considers how the mentoring program context contributes to the mentor experience, 
focusing on how the mentor’s perceptions of program practices influence the 
development of mentor commitment, which has been shown to predict mentor retention 
(Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  Finally, there is a well-established body of theoretical and 
empirical literature demonstrating that mentoring can facilitate positive youth 
development if there is strong, consistent relationship between the mentor and youth, 
sustained over time (Karcher, 2005; Parra, DuBois, Neville, Pugh-Lilly & Povinelli, 
2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang & Noam, 2006; Spencer, 
2007a).  The third study explores how mentors approach building their relationship with 
their mentees, whether different approaches by the mentor contribute to the supports 
offered to the youth, and if approach and supports offered are related to match length.   
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 The remainder of this chapter will provide a review of relevant research and the 
specific aims of the dissertation.  First, I will provide evidence regarding the importance 
of mentor retention in order for mentoring relationship to provide positive effects for 
youth.  Then, I will present a summary of reasons why mentors may leave relationships 
early, focusing on the mentor, the relationship, and the influence of the youth’s family 
and mentoring program contexts.  Finally, I will conclude with a synopsis of the 
dissertation’s aims, including an overview of each of the three studies’ purpose, research 
questions, methods and results.  
The Importance of Mentor Retention 
 Mounting evidence shows that formal youth mentoring relationships can provide 
a wide range of benefits to youth in areas such as academics, family and peer 
relationships, and reduced risk-taking (e.g., Deutsch, Reitz-Krueger, Henneberger, Futch 
Ehrlich & Lawrence, 2017; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; 
Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; Herrera, Grossman, Kauh & McMaken, 2011; 
Karcher, 2005, 2008; Parra at el., 2002; Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010).  However, 
meta-analyses of youth mentoring programs consistently show small effect sizes 
(DuBois, Holloway, Valentine & Cooper, 2002; DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn & 
Valentine, 2011; Wheeler et al., 2010).  One limit to the effectiveness of mentoring 
programs is that while the benefits of youth mentoring are achieved within the context of 
a strong, consistent relationship between a youth and mentor, fostered over time 
(Karcher, 2005; Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes et al., 2006; Spencer, 
2007a), many mentoring programs face challenges with retaining mentors (e.g., Bernstein 
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et al., 2009; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Kupersmidt et al., 2017; Rhodes 2002).  The 
benefits of youth mentoring appear to be stronger and more enduring for youth in longer-
lasting relationships while youth whose mentoring relationships end prematurely can 
actually suffer setbacks compared to youth in longer relationships and those who have 
not had a mentor at all (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, 
Feldman & McMaken, 2008).  Given the greater tendency of mentors to initiate match 
endings (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & Drew, 2017), it is 
crucial to understand both why mentors leave matches and what keeps them engaged, in 
order to ensure that youth experience a full course of mentoring. 
Challenges to Mentor Retention 
Mentors may choose to discontinue their relationship with their mentees for a 
variety of reasons (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017).  In 
strong mentoring relationships, mentors tend to end the relationship only if there is a 
genuine life circumstance such as a new job or move that prevents them from continuing 
to see the youth (Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017).  These match endings may 
be seen as unavoidable.  However, many reasons mentors leave their mentoring 
relationships may be preventable.  Understanding these reasons provides important 
information to agencies that can guide program processes in order to potentially elongate 
mentoring relationships and improve program effectiveness (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 
2002; Herrera et al., 2008).  The following sections will present a summary of the 
theoretical and empirical literature on common challenges to mentor retention 
considering the mentor, the relationship, and the family and mentoring program contexts. 
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Mentors’ Expectations 
 Many mentors leave mentoring relationships due to disappointment that their 
experiences with the relationships do not meet their expectations, which seems to be a 
particularly common occurrence for early-ending relationships (Spencer, 2007b).  Mentor 
expectations can be misaligned in a wide variety of ways.  A survey of mentors in the 
United States (O’Connor, 2005) indicated that most mentors became involved because 
they were motivated to help a young person succeed (82%) and make a difference in a 
young person’s life (76%), both of which indicate that mentors have high expectations of 
impacting youth outcomes through the mentoring relationship.  Unfortunately, these 
expectations can be challenged when the youth has either greater or fewer needs than the 
mentor anticipated (Spencer, 2007b).  In these cases, mentors may feel either helpless or 
as though their time could be better spent doing something else, which could lead them to 
end the relationship. 
 As volunteers, mentors also tend to have expectations about feeling good from 
their experience, which they may or may not realize going into the match (Spencer, 
2007b).  However, building a relationship with a new person is challenging, and there can 
be a lot of stress associated with the role (Weiler, Zarich, Haddock, Krafchick & 
Zimmerman, 2014).  Further, mentors have expectations for the way the relationship will 
develop, which may or may not align with what actually happens in the match (Spencer, 
2007b; Spencer, Drew et al., 2017).  Spencer and colleagues (Spencer, Drew et al., 2017) 
have noted that many mentors, and in particular women matched with girls, have 
expectations for how the relationship will unfold that do not match with the youth’s 
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developmental stage and interests.  For example, many female mentors expected that 
their mentees would quickly see them as a confidant and would seek advice regarding 
their personal struggles, while in fact, most youth, female and male, were focused on 
having fun and doing activities as way to grow the mentoring relationship. 
 The mentoring program plays a key role in setting the mentor’s expectations via 
its marketing messages and throughout the enrollment and pre-match training 
(MENTOR, 2015). Mentor orientation and training are consistently recommended best 
practices for youth mentoring programs (e.g., DuBois et al., 2002; MENTOR, 2015; 
Rhodes, 2002).  Strong orientation and training by programs can help set clear 
expectations for mentors about what should be expected from visits, typical relationship 
development trajectories, youth development and potential challenges.  Further, when 
mentoring programs monitor and support mentors throughout the relationship, they are 
better able to intervene and provide coaching if the mentor finds their expectations are 
not matching their experience.  If mentors are able to realign their expectations, they may 
be more likely to continue the mentoring relationship. 
Interpersonal Skills  
The central role of the mentor is to build a supportive relationship with the youth.  
In order to do this, a mentor needs relational skills that fit well for their match (e.g., 
youth’s age & personality).  Some mentors admit that their mentoring relationship ended 
in part due to deficiencies in their skills to manage and grow the relationship (Spencer, 
2007b).  For example, some mentors lack experience spending time with young people 
and have trouble relating on their level.  This could result in the mentor perceiving the 
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youth’s behavior as a lack of interest in the match (Spencer, 2007b) or expecting the 
youth to have social skills and interests that are not developmentally appropriate 
(Spencer, Drew et al., 2017).  In these cases, the mentor can feel that they are not needed 
or not effective and decide to leave the mentoring relationship. 
Mentors also vary considerably in the emotional tone and skills they bring to the 
relationship.  Pryce and Keller (2011) categorized interpersonal tone in school-based 
mentoring relationships, highlighting differences in levels of emotional sharing, mutual 
enjoying and physical signs of connection such as eye contact, laughter and shared affect.  
Not surprisingly, mentors who were identified as being the most engaged in terms of 
interpersonal tone reported higher relationship quality and less conflict than other 
mentors, factors likely to be reflected in higher mentor satisfaction and therefore, higher 
mentor commitment and retention (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980).   
An additional skill that has been shown to be beneficial to youth mentors is 
attunement (i.e., how attentive and flexible the mentor is to the youth’s needs).  In a 
sample of school-based mentoring matches, Pryce (2012) demonstrated that attuned 
mentors approach the match with mutuality and give and take.  These mentors pay 
attention to the youth’s behaviors and communication as well as non-verbal signs in order 
to engage the youth and be responsive to the youth’s preferences, concerns and feelings 
throughout the match.  Attuned academic mentors have been shown to have mentees with 
better academic achievement scores (Weiler, Chesmore, Pryce, Haddock & Rhodes, 
2017).  Misattuned mentors, on the other hand, fail to adapt to the youth’s needs and 
desires in the match, and are identified based on their rigidity (Varga & Deutsch, 2016; 
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Weiler et al., 2017).  Varga and Deutsch (2016) demonstrated that misattunement was the 
strongest differentiator between matches with high and low participant satisfaction with 
93% of participants in low satisfaction dyads reporting misattunement in the relationship 
compared to only 18% of high satisfaction participants.  Given the relationship between 
relationship satisfaction and mentor retention (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), it is likely that 
those mentors who are attuned and more satisfied will also be the least likely to end the 
relationship. 
 In formal mentoring programs, mentors and youth often come from different 
backgrounds in terms of their race/ethnicity, culture and social class, and many mentors 
struggle with these differences (e.g., Spencer, Drew, Gowdy, McCormack, Evans, Horn 
& Keller, 2018; Weiler et al., 2014).  Mentors may take a deficit view of the youth and 
the family (Spencer et al., 2018) and can contribute to systems of oppression (Sánchez, 
Colón-Torres, Feuer, Roundfield & Berardi, 2014).  Evidence suggests that some mentors 
who do not have the tools to bridge these differences struggle in their mentoring role and 
choose to leave the relationship (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer et al., 2018). 
 Fortunately, interpersonal skills, like any other skills, can be taught.  Best 
practices in youth mentoring recommend extensive mentor training before being 
matched, and when possible, throughout the match (DuBois et al., 2002; DuBois et al., 
2011; MENTOR, 2015).  Pre-match training can help a mentor set realistic expectations 
for the match by helping them understand youth development, common relationship 
trajectories and challenges they may face (MENTOR, 2015).  Pryce and colleagues have 
developed attunement training, which has been shown to improve mentoring program 
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staff’s attunement and empathy (Pryce, Gilkerson & Barry, 2018), and is being adapted 
into trainings for mentors.  Similarly, training can improve mentors’ cultural competency 
(Sánchez et al., 2014) and their ability to approach social class differences with a 
strengths-based approach rather than a deficit view (Deutsch, Lawrence & Henneberger, 
2014).  Beyond initial training, mentors need ongoing program support, which can help 
identify challenges the mentor is facing and reinforce skills training.  Skills training and 
on-going support are likely to improve the mentor experience, ultimately aiding programs 
in mentor retention. 
Self-Efficacy  
 One way that mentors’ interpersonal skills may impact mentor satisfaction with 
the relationship and persistence is by increasing mentors’ self-efficacy (Parra et al., 
2002).  Mentors who feel well-prepared for the relationship may be more confident in 
their abilities to handle the challenges of mentoring, bridge gaps between themselves and 
their mentees, and effect positive youth development.  Mentor self-efficacy has been 
consistently linked to mentor’s satisfaction with the mentoring relationship (Karcher, 
Nakkula & Harris, 2005; Martin & Sifers, 2012) and mentor and youth reports of 
relationship closeness (Parra et al., 2002).  Parra and colleagues (2002) determined that 
the relationship between mentor efficacy and mentor reported relationship closeness, 
which predicts relationship continuation and youth benefits, was mediated by mentor-
youth contact, relationship obstacles (negatively) and program-relevant activities.  This 
suggests that the mentor’s sense of self-efficacy within the mentoring relationship 
impacts what they do in the relationship and therefore, whether they are satisfied and 
10 
want to continue the relationship.  Efforts, then, to improve mentor efficacy through high-
quality training (Parra et al., 2002) would likely lead to improvements in mentor 
retention. 
Relationship Commitment 
Given the saliency of building the relationship as the central activity of the 
mentor, it is useful to consider mentor retention within the context of the interpersonal 
relationship.  Rusbult’s (1980) Investment Model is a widely employed model of 
interpersonal relationship commitment that has been utilized to understand why people 
decide to continue or terminate relationships across various settings (e.g., Farrell & 
Rusbult, 1981; Le & Agnew, 2003; Lin & Rusbult, 1995), including a recent application 
to youth mentoring relationships (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  The investment model, 
originally developed to explain commitment in dating relationships, utilizes an 
interdependence theory approach, which suggests that people choose to continue or end 
relationships depending on the relative costs and benefits of maintaining the relationship 
(Rusbult, 1980).  Commitment designates a person’s intention to sustain and remain 
psychologically attached to a relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980; 
Rusbult, Martz & Agnew, 1998).  Commitment is, in turn, associated with decisions to 
continue or leave the relationship.  Consistent with the investment model (Rusbult, 1980), 
a mentor’s commitment has been shown to be a significant predictor of stay/leave 
behavior (B = .67; Gettings & Wilson, 2014). A sense of commitment arises from 
dependence on the relationship, which develops from the satisfaction in, alternatives to 
and investments in the relationship (Rusbult, 1980).  The three predictors of mentor 
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commitment will be described below including a discussion of the applicability of the 
investment model specifically to volunteer mentors. 
 Satisfaction in a relationship derives from a comparison between the costs and 
benefits of the relationship.  Relationship satisfaction also includes comparisons to past 
relationship experiences and expectations for an ideal relationship (Rusbult, 1980).  In 
line with research on other types of interpersonal relationships, satisfaction significantly 
contributes to mentors’ sense of commitment (b = .30; Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  This 
finding aligns with previous mentoring research as discussed above that shows that 
mentors’ unmet expectations for the relationship can lead to relationship termination 
(Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017). 
 The second factor contributing to commitment is the availability of alternatives to 
the relationship (Rusbult, 1980).  In romantic relationships, alternatives includes both the 
availability of other potential partners as well as the option of being single compared to 
continuing the current relationship.  Consistent with previous studies examining a variety 
of relationship types (Le & Agnew, 2003), availability of alternatives is significantly and 
negatively correlated with commitment (b = -.14) for youth mentors (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014).   
 The third factor contributing to commitment is investment in the relationship 
(Rusbult, 1980).  A person’s investment includes the size and importance of what they 
have put into the relationship that would be lost or lose value if the relationship were to 
end, including intrinsic and extrinsic investments (Rusbult, 1980; Rusbult et al., 1998).  
Intrinsic investments are resources invested directly in the relationship including time 
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spent, money and emotional involvement.  Extrinsic investments are extraneous resources 
that come to value through the relationship such as shared social networks.  For both 
types of investment, the more resources invested in the relationship, the higher the 
commitment to maintaining the relationship.  While investment increases over time, 
levels of investment early in the relationship show a higher correlation with commitment 
than in longer relationships (Le & Agnew, 2003).  Investment has been shown to 
positively predict mentor commitment (b = .46), and in fact, was a significantly stronger 
predictor of commitment compared to alternatives.  As Gettings and Wilson (2014) note, 
mentoring relationships differ from other interpersonal relationships in that mentors 
engage in these relationships to provide positive development opportunities to the youth 
(O’Connor, 2005).  Investment could be particularly salient to volunteer mentors’ 
commitment because investing time, money and care into the relationship are ways they 
are trying to help the youth.  Mentors likely believe going into the relationships that their 
investments will help fulfill their expectations for impacting their mentee’s life (Gettings 
& Wilson, 2014).  Furthermore, because the goal of the relationship is to help the child, 
many mentors are less focused on what they are getting out of the experience, which 
could help explain the lower relative importance of satisfaction in predicting commitment 
compared to other interpersonal relationships (Le & Agnew, 2003).     
 Satisfaction, available alternatives and investment each contribute significantly to 
the model predictions of commitment for youth mentoring relationships (Gettings & 
Wilson, 2014) as would be predicted by the investment model (Rusbult, 1980).  Despite 
these findings, all three predictive factors do not have to be high in order for commitment 
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to exist.  The investment model predicts commitment even in the case of abused women 
who often remain committed to their relationship if there is a high investment (e.g., 
marriage, children) and low alternatives (e.g., economic opportunity) even if there is 
relatively low satisfaction in the relationship (Rusbult & Martz, 1995).  Further, it is 
important to note that satisfaction is subjective so in the case of abused women, 
sometimes satisfaction ratings are high due to perceptions about what romantic 
relationships should look like or comparisons with past relationships. 
 The investment model has improved on prior models in explaining commitment 
across relationship types in order to predict whether someone will choose to continue or 
terminate their relationship (Rusbult, 1980) and has been demonstrated to be effective in 
predicting stay/leave behavior for youth mentors (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  The 
investment model has the flexibility to accommodate changes in satisfaction, alternatives, 
investment and commitment over time, which is more effective in predicting stay/leave 
behaviors than focusing on stable factors such as personality (Rusbult et al., 1998).  
Furthermore, the investment model has been effective in adapting to different types of 
relationships while maintaining its validity (Le & Agnew, 2003).   
 The investment model helps bring focus to the relationship as an important 
contributor to youth mentor retention.  A mentor’s commitment, which stems from their 
satisfaction, available alternatives and investment in the relationship, is a significant 
predictor of whether or not they continue or leave the relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014).  This finding suggests that the factors associated with the investment model- 
satisfaction, alternatives, investment and commitment- are important aspects of volunteer 
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mentor retention and ultimately to the potential of the mentoring relationship to lead to 
positive outcomes for the youth.   
Contextual Influences on Mentor Retention 
 While most youth mentoring research, including the research regarding mentor 
retention presented above, focuses on the mentor-youth dyad, in order to fully understand 
mentor retention, we cannot look at the mentor-youth relationship alone.  Keller (2005) 
proposes a systemic model of formal youth mentoring, which incorporates principles 
from family systems theory and accounts for the various perspectives and contributions 
of the youth, mentor, youth’s guardian and mentoring program staff.  This systemic 
model highlights the influence that the youth’s guardian and the mentoring program 
context (e.g., policies) have on the mentor-youth relationship.  The following two 
sections will focus on the growing body of literature regarding how the interactions 
between the mentor and the youth’s guardian as well as the mentoring program context 
may influence mentor retention. 
The Mentor’s Interactions with the Youth’s Guardian. Keller’s systemic 
model (2005) posits several ways that the youth’s guardian can influence the mentoring 
experience such as sharing information about the youth with the mentor, reassuring the 
youth about the match, and partnering with the mentor to set goals for the relationship.  
Like mentors, guardians come to the mentoring relationship with expectations for how 
the relationship will develop, how it may impact their child, and what role they will play 
(Basulado-Delmonico & Spencer, 2016; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico & Lewis, 2011; 
Keller, Overton, Pryce, Barry, Sutherland & DuBois, 2018).  Guardians approach their 
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involvement in the relationship in a wide variety of ways depending on how they see 
their role in the match (Basulado-Delmonico & Spencer, 2016).  For example, some 
guardians want to be very actively involved in building a relationship with the mentor 
and view the mentor as an addition to the family, while other guardians expect their role 
to be viewing the match from afar in order to let their child drive the relationship and take 
ownership of the experience.  The guardian’s approach is likely influenced by cultural 
constructs of mentoring, the youth’s developmental stage and the guardian’s availability. 
Challenges can arise when the mentor and guardian are not aligned in how they 
see the guardian’s involvement in the match, which can lead the mentor to view the 
guardian negatively (Basulado-Delmonico & Spencer, 2016; Spencer, Gowdy, Drew, 
McCormack, Horn & Keller, 2017).  Close examination of mentor-guardian relationships 
has shown that when mentors have unrealistic expectations of the guardian or face 
challenges in communication and scheduling with the guardian, they often perceive the 
guardian’s behavior as due to a lack of interest in or commitment to the mentoring 
relationship (Spencer, Gowdy et al., 2017).  These mentors may feel unappreciated and 
can become frustrated and disengage from the match.  While the focus of previous 
research has been on mentor-guardian relationships in early ending matches, it is likely 
that the opposite is also true, and that strong mentor-guardian relationships serve as a 
protective factor contributing to mentor retention. 
The Influences of the Mentoring Program.  
Program practices. Formal mentoring relationships, by definition, occur within 
the context of a mentoring program and involve interactions between staff and mentors 
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that can influence the mentor’s experience with the mentoring relationship (Keller, 2005).  
As noted above, mentoring program staff help mentors set their expectations through 
their marketing and training messages (MENTOR, 2015).  Staff also have the opportunity 
to provide support and coaching to mentors throughout the relationship (Keller, 2005; 
MENTOR, 2015; Weiler et al., 2014), that when done well, may help mentors through 
challenges, ultimately improving mentor retention.  Mentoring program practices have 
been shown to influence program effectiveness, with meta-analyses demonstrating that 
programs that adhere to more evidence-based practices, such as matching based on 
mentor and youth preferences, setting expectations for the frequency of mentor-youth 
contact, providing on-going training for mentors, and involving and supporting the 
youth’s guardian, have larger effect sizes (DuBois et al., 2002; DuBois et al., 2011).   
Mentors as program volunteers. In addition to program practices, it is important 
to acknowledge that most mentors serve as volunteers with the mentoring program.  
There is a well-established, cross-disciplinary body of literature regarding general 
volunteerism, focusing on retention (e.g., Penner, 2002; Wilson, 2000) that stems from a 
long-standing interest for both sociologists and psychologists to understand why people 
engage in helping behaviors.  The general volunteerism literature has been used as a basis 
for suggesting retention techniques with volunteer youth mentors (Stukas et al., 2014; 
Stukas & Tanti, 2005), but has not been empirically studied or utilized to create a 
conceptual model specifically for volunteer mentors.  However, there is overlap between 
concepts in the volunteerism literature and evidence from youth mentoring that suggests 
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that explanations of volunteer retention generally may be useful in understanding mentor 
retention. 
Volunteering occurs within an organizational context (Penner, 2002), which 
influences the volunteer experience from initial engagement into the enrollment process 
and throughout the volunteering experience.  Stemming from similar links observed in 
the industrial and organizational psychology literatures, volunteerism is theorized to be 
impacted by the organization’s reputation and practices with regard to volunteers as well 
as by the ways the volunteer feels he is being treated by the organization.  For example, 
Penner and Finkelstein (1998) showed that AIDS volunteers who reported higher levels 
of organizational satisfaction spent more time volunteering.  Similarly, Grube and 
Piliavin (2000) demonstrated that higher organizational commitment was negatively 
related to American Cancer Society volunteers’ intent to leave.  
Best practices in the field of mentoring often focus on the mentor’s relationship 
with the mentoring agency, which align with patterns observed in the general 
volunteerism literature.  The mentoring literature has long supported mentor training and 
professional match support throughout the volunteer experience (DuBois et al., 2011; 
MENTOR, 2009; Rhodes, 2002) as organizational practices that contribute to match 
length.  Early training can help mentors feel effective as they begin their mentoring 
relationships and can contribute to their participation in mentoring related activities 
(Parra et al., 2002).  Ongoing match support has the potential to connect the volunteer 
with the agency and also to help work through potential challenges as the relationship 
develops and changes over time (Pryce & Keller, 2012).  Unfortunately, the mentoring 
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field currently lacks research regarding how volunteers’ perceptions of elements such as 
agency reputation and organizational practices help to engage potential volunteer 
mentors, which is crucial for improving and increasing marketing and recruitment 
procedures. 
In addition, the volunteer literature highlights the contribution of role identity 
development to volunteer retention.  Role identity, which stems from sociological theory, 
considers how much the volunteer role contributes to a person’s sense of self (Grube & 
Piliavin, 2000).  Over time and with more hours spent volunteering, a person’s volunteer 
role identity should increase (Penner & Finkelstein, 1998).  Penner (2002) suggests that 
what retains volunteers is the development of the person’s volunteer role identity, 
including the general role identity as a volunteer as well as the specific role identity as a 
volunteer for a particular organization.  Grube and Piliavin (2000) found that American 
Cancer Society volunteers’ specific role identity was positively related to the number of 
hours they volunteered with the organization and negatively related to intent to leave.  
While general volunteer role identity is positively associated with specific role identity, 
specific role identity predicts fewer hours spent volunteering with other organizations.   
The concept of role identity has not been directly applied to the youth mentoring 
literature; however, models of mentoring relationship development and youth outcomes 
suggest the importance of consistent interaction between the mentor and youth over time 
(e.g., Karcher, 2005; Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002), which is often considered either a 
marker for or the result of role identity development (Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 
2002; Penner & Finkelstein, 1998).  In looking to understand sustained volunteer 
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mentoring, mentors’ role identity needs to be examined for general role identity (e.g., “I 
am a volunteer”), role identity regarding a specific agency (e.g., “Volunteering with Big 
Brothers Big Sisters is an important part of my life”), and role identity to a specific child 
(e.g., “I am Joey’s Big Brother) because youth mentors retention is important not only on 
the agency level but more importantly in regard to a consistent one-on-one relationship. 
Dissertation Aims 
 This dissertation explores the experiences of youth mentors with the ultimate aim 
of understanding mentor retention and preventing early ending relationships.  
Understanding mentors’ experiences is critical given the reliance on mentors to deliver 
the mentoring intervention and the high costs, in both the risk of harm to the youth (e.g., 
Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Herrera et al., 2007) and the financial burden on programs, of 
early-ending relationships.  In order to better understand mentors’ experiences, I 
conducted three studies, outlined below.  Findings from these studies highlight the 
importance of understanding mentors’ experiences, in both what they do to build the 
match and how committed they feel, in order to create supportive, long-lasting 
relationships for youth.  These findings have immediate implications for mentoring 
agencies by identifying program practices (e.g., setting realistic expectations, identifying 
opportunities for individualized coaching) associated with mentor retention and 
commitment, which can aid programs in better facilitating supportive, long-lasting 
mentoring relationships for youth. 
Study 1 
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  Attempts to explain mentor retention tend to focus on the mentor as either a 
volunteer for an organization (Stukas, Clary & Snyder, 2014; Stukas & Tanti, 2005) or a 
participant in an interpersonal relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), failing to integrate 
these dual experiences of volunteer mentors.  Therefore, the purpose of the first study is 
to develop and empirically test a conceptual model of mentor retention that integrates the 
concepts of role identity from the volunteerism literature (e.g., Callero, 1985; Grube & 
Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 2002; Penner & Finkelstein, 1998) and factors from the 
investment model of interpersonal relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980) to jointly 
predict mentor retention.  Analyses were based on surveys collected from 51 college 
students serving as mentors in 5 mentoring programs approximately 8 months into their 
relationship with the youth and program-reported mentor retention at 17 months.  Path 
analyses were conducted to explore 4 hypotheses: (1) mentor retention will be predicted 
by role identity as well as the mentor’s commitment to the relationship with the youth; 
(2) role identity and relationship commitment will be positively correlated; (3) in 
accordance with the investment model (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980), 
commitment to the relationship will be predicted by relationship satisfaction, available 
alternatives (negatively) and mentor investment; and (4) the predictors of commitment- 
relationship satisfaction, available alternatives and mentor investment- will also predict 
role identity.  Results showed support for the conceptual model to predict mentor 
retention at 17 months, but not at 8 months.  Consistent with the investment model 
(Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980), the mentor’s relationship commitment at 8 
months positively predicted mentor retention at 17 months.  However, role identity did 
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not predict mentor retention, which is inconsistent with the volunteerism literature 
(Penner, 2002).  Role identity was positively related to mentor commitment.  Contrary to 
the relationships predicted by the investment model, satisfaction with the relationship 
significantly predicted mentor commitment, but available alternatives and investment did 
not.  Role identity was significantly predicted by all three investment model variables: 
satisfaction with the relationship, available alternatives (negatively) and investment.   
Study 2 
 Given the importance of relationship commitment in predicting mentor retention 
as established in previous research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014) and in Study 1, the second 
study focuses on understanding how the mentor’s perceptions of program practices 
influence the development of mentor commitment.  Path analysis was conducted to 
examine the following hypotheses.  As described by the investment model (Gettings & 
Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980), satisfaction with and investment in the relationship will be 
positively associated with mentor commitment, and available alternatives will be 
negatively associated with commitment.  In addition, commitment will be predicted by 
the mentor’s perceptions of program practices including: how realistically the program 
set expectations prior to the match, how much time the mentor spends with the mentee 
each month, and how well the mentor feels like his/her preferences were taken into 
account during the match-making process.  The relationships between perceived program 
practices and commitment are predicted to be partially mediated by investment model 
variables.  Specifically, the mentor’s perception of how realistically the program set 
expectations prior to the match will be mediated by satisfaction in the relationship.  How 
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much time the mentor spends with the youth will be mediated by investment.  Whether 
the mentor feels like his/her preferences were taken into account during the matching 
process will be mediated by their perceptions of available alternatives.  This study used 
secondary data from mentors (N= 551) whose mentoring programs (N= 55) were 
involved in a large, national, randomized controlled trial evaluating an intervention to 
improve mentoring program quality (Keller, Santiago, Drew, Spencer & Herrera, 2018) 
to evaluate the hypotheses.  Results highlight the important role that mentors’ perceptions 
of program practices play in mentor commitment.  As expected, commitment was 
predicted positively by satisfaction and investment, and negatively by available 
alternatives.  How well the mentor felt the program set expectations and whether they 
were matched with a youth based on their preferences were associated with the mentor’s 
commitment.  The relationships between commitment and setting expectations and 
matching based on preference were partially mediated by the mentor’s satisfaction with 
the relationship and available alternatives, respectively.  However, how many hours the 
mentor spent with the youth each month was not related to the mentor’s report of their 
investment or commitment. 
Study 3 
 Models explaining how and why mentoring relationships support youth 
development focus on the growth of a strong relationship between the mentor and youth, 
sustained over time (Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes et al., 2006; Spencer, 
2007a).  The goal of the third study is to better understand how mentors approach 
building their relationships with their mentees, to explore whether different approaches 
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by the mentor contribute to the supports offered to the youth, and to examine how 
approach and supports are related to match length.  In addition, the study explores 
whether the mentor’s approach to the relationship and perceived supports differ by 
gender or whether the mentor has previous mentoring experience.  This study expands on 
previous research (e.g., Keller & Pryce, 2012; Pryce, 2012; Pryce & Keller, 2011) by 
focusing on community-based mentoring relationships and by defining mentor approach 
more broadly to include the mentor’s interactions with the youth, the youth’s parent and 
the mentoring program staff, which reflects a systemic approach to viewing the 
mentoring relationship (Keller, 2005).  This study utilized secondary data from a 
longitudinal study examining the development of mentoring relationships over a 2 year 
period (Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017; Spencer, Drew et al., 2017; Spencer, 
Martin, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & Jeon, 2010), which includes interviews with the 
mentor, youth and the youth’s parent as well as case notes collected from the mentoring 
programs.  Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of narrative summaries (Way, 
1998) representing 16 mentor-youth matches did not identify any specific approach that 
was better at facilitating the building of the mentoring relationship, but instead that what 
mattered most was the fit of the mentor’s approach with the specific circumstances of the 
match.  Mentors whose approach to the match fit well for the match or who were able to 
adapt their approach to fit well had matches that lasted the longest and were able to 
provide the most support.  In addition, male mentors were more often described as having 
an approach that was a good fit for the match context and were reported to have provided 
more support than female mentors.  Whether previous mentoring experience helped a 
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mentor build the relationship and support the youth depended on how the previous 
relationship went and how it influenced the mentor’s expectations with regard to the 
current match.   
Conclusion 
 Having years of practice experience in the youth mentoring field, I have seen 
first-hand how long-term, supportive relationships with caring adults have the potential to 
promote the development and well-being of vulnerable youth, and the disappointment 
that can come from unfulfilled promises and early endings.  Therefore, the purpose of this 
dissertation is to help identify factors that contribute to whether or not a mentor stays in a 
relationship with a youth by better understanding the experiences of mentors with the 
youth, the youth’s guardian and the mentoring program.  The three studies that comprise 
this dissertation will add to the growing body of literature examining mentors’ 
experiences, including how committed mentors feel to the match, the influences of the 
mentoring program and youth’s family, and how mentors approach building the 
relationship, with the goal of understanding why some mentors persist while others quit. 
Ultimately, by improving our understanding of mentors’ experiences, we can prevent 
early ending matches, bettering the chances that mentoring relationships will be able to 
provide positive developmental opportunities for young people.    
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CHAPTER 2: STUDY 1 
Should I stay or should I go?: 
Considering the dual roles of the mentor as a volunteer and 
participant in an interpersonal relationship for mentor retention 
Youth mentoring programs rely on volunteer mentors to provide supportive 
relationships to at-risk youth.  The success of mentoring relationships depends on 
programs’ ability to retain volunteer mentors long-term.  Despite the key role that 
volunteer mentors play in the delivery of youth mentoring services, mentor retention has 
received surprisingly little attention.  Attempts to explain mentor retention tend to focus 
on the mentor as either a volunteer with an organization (Stukas, Clary & Snyder, 2014; 
Stukas & Tanti, 2005) or as a participant in an ongoing interpersonal relationship 
(Gettings & Wilson, 2014), failing to integrate the dual experiences of volunteer mentors.  
In order to more fully understand factors contributing to mentor retention, this paper 
proposes and will empirically evaluate a model of mentor retention, examining the 
contributions of role identity, which has been found to be important in the volunteerism 
literature (e.g., Callero, 1985; Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 2002; Penner & 
Finkelstein, 1998), and relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980), which has been shown 
to predict stay/leave behavior in the interpersonal relationship literature. 
Mentor Retention Matters 
Youth mentoring programs have been shown to provide a wide array of positive 
benefits to participating youth in areas such as academics, family and peer relationships, 
and reduced risk-taking (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; 
32 
Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; Herrera, Grossman, Kauh & McMaken, 2011; 
Parra, DuBois, Neville, Pugh-Lily & Povinelli, 2002).  However, to achieve the benefits 
of youth mentoring, volunteers must engage in a strong, consistent relationship with a 
youth, fostered over time (Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes, Spencer, 
Keller, Liang & Noam, 2006; Spencer, 2007a).  Evidence from formal (e.g., Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002) and informal mentoring (e.g., DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005; Klaw, Rhodes 
& Fitzgerald, 2003) suggests that longer relationships are more impactful in the lives of 
youth.  Unfortunately, many mentors do not meet their initial commitment to the 
relationship with an estimated one-third to one-half of mentoring relationships ending 
prematurely, which can result in negative outcomes for the youth (e.g., Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002; Rhodes 2002).  Many mentoring programs offer promises of long-term 
relationships, often lasting a minimum of a school-year or 12-month period but are 
challenged with mentor attrition.  Therefore, mentoring programs’ intentions to benefit 
and serve youth rely on recruiting appropriate mentors who will be committed and 
actively involved in the youth’s life for a long period of time (DuBois, Holloway, 
Valentine & Cooper, 2002; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002).   
 While many long-term mentoring programs face challenges sustaining the 
matches they make (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Herrera et al., 2013; Rhodes, 2002), 
research specifically regarding factors associated with mentor retention is limited.  
Evidence suggests that mentors often terminate their match if they are disappointed in the 
mentoring relationship, have unmet expectations or feel unqualified to manage relational 
challenges (Herrera et al., 2013; Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh 
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& Drew, 2017).  On the other hand, mentors who are committed to the mentoring 
relationship are more likely to persist (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).   
The Dual Roles of the Mentor 
The role of the mentor is two-fold.  The mentor serves as both a volunteer with a 
youth serving agency and a participant in an ongoing interpersonal relationship.  The 
volunteerism literature has been used as a basis for suggesting recruitment and retention 
techniques with volunteer mentors (Stukas, Clary & Snyder, 2014; Stukas & Tanti, 2005) 
but has not been empirically studied or utilized to create a conceptual model specific for 
volunteer mentors.  On the other hand, Gettings and Wilson (2014) demonstrated that 
Rusbult’s (1980) investment model of interpersonal relationships can be used to 
understand how commitment to the relationship with the youth contributes to mentor 
retention, but failed to integrate factors relevant to the mentor’s role as a volunteer.  In 
order to best understand mentor retention, we must look simultaneously at the roles the 
mentor plays as both a volunteer and participant in an interpersonal relationship.  
Combining these two points of view is likely to provide a more robust explanation of 
mentor retention (Penner, 2002; Wilson, 2000) by considering the relational aspects that 
make this type of volunteering unique and the formality and program structure that 
differentiates it from many other types of interpersonal relationships.   
 Volunteer role identity.  Although research addressing why volunteer mentors 
choose to sustain relationships with youth is relatively limited, there is a well-established, 
cross-disciplinary body of literature regarding volunteer retention more generally (e.g., 
Penner, 2002; Wilson, 2000).  Penner (2002) suggests that what sustains volunteers, after 
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their initial decision to volunteer, is the development of the person’s volunteer role 
identity, including the general role identity as a volunteer as well as the specific role 
identity as a volunteer for a particular organization.  Role identity, which stems from 
sociological and social psychological theory, considers how much the volunteer role 
contributes to a person’s sense of self (Callero, 1985; Grube & Piliavin, 2000).  Over 
time and with more hours spent volunteering, a person’s volunteer role identity should 
increase (Penner & Finkelstein, 1998).  Grube and Piliavin (2000) found that American 
Cancer Society volunteers’ specific role identity was positively related to the number of 
hours they volunteered with the organization and negatively related to intent to leave.  
While general volunteer role identity is positively associated with specific role identity, 
specific role identity is associated with fewer hours spent volunteering with other 
organizations.   
The concept of role identity has not been directly applied to youth mentors; 
however, models of mentoring relationship development and youth outcomes suggest the 
importance of consistent interaction between the mentor and youth over time (Parra et al., 
2002; Rhodes, 2002), which is considered either a marker for or the result of volunteer 
role identity development (Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 2002; Penner & Finkelstein, 
1998).  However, youth mentoring differs from the forms of volunteerism often 
represented in research of volunteer role identity such as blood donation (Callero, 1985), 
and working with the American Cancer Society (Grube & Pillavin, 2000) or an AIDs 
service organization (Penner & Finkelstein, 1998) in that mentors provide services to the 
same youth over time.  Mentor retention then requires that the mentor stays with the 
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youth, not just with the organization generally, over an extended period of time.  In order 
to understand sustained volunteer mentoring, this study will examine three levels of 
mentors’ role identity: general volunteer role identity (e.g., “I am a volunteer”), role 
identity regarding a specific agency (e.g., “Volunteering with this mentoring agency is an 
important part of my life”), and role identity to a specific youth (e.g., “I am this child’s 
mentor”).  In order to provide youth-specific benefits, retention of youth mentors is 
important not only on the agency level but more importantly in regard to a consistent 
one-on-one relationship between the mentor and a specific youth. 
 Interpersonal relationship commitment.  Because role identity is applied to 
volunteer experiences broadly, it does not address the saliency of building a long-term 
relationship with a youth, which is the primary activity of the volunteer mentor.  
According to the investment model, which explains commitment in interpersonal 
relationships, people need to feel a commitment to the relationship and maintaining the 
relationship; otherwise, the person is likely to disengage from the relationship (Le & 
Agnew, 2003; Rusbult, 1980).  The investment model has been applied to explain 
commitment and why people decide to continue or terminate relationships across various 
settings including romantic relationships, friendships, jobs, sports and schools (e.g., 
Farrell & Rusbult, 1981; Le & Agnew, 2003; Lin & Rusbult, 1995; Rusbult & Martz, 
1995), with recent application to youth mentoring relationships (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014).  According to the investment model, commitment to the relationship is predicted 
by satisfaction with the relationship, a lack of available alternatives and investment size 
(Rusbult, 1980).  Satisfaction with the relationship includes weighing the costs and 
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benefits of the relationship as well as comparing it to past experiences and expectations 
for an ideal relationship.  In the case of mentoring relationships, available alternatives 
would include comparisons with being matched with a different mentee as well as not 
being a mentor.  Investment size, which should increase over time, includes what the 
person has put into the relationship that would be lost if it were to end, including both 
extrinsic (e.g., time, money) and intrinsic investments (e.g., shared relationships).  
Commitment, which designates a person’s intention to sustain and remain 
psychologically attached to a relationship, in turn predicts whether someone is likely to 
continue or end the relationship.  When the investment model was applied to youth 
mentoring relationships, results were consistent with the model: satisfaction and 
investment positively predicted commitment and available alternatives negatively 
predicted commitments (all p’s < .05; Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  It is important to note 
that all three predictive factors do not have to be high in order for commitment to exist.  
The investment model predicts commitment even in the case of abused women who often 
remain committed to their relationship if there is a high investment (e.g., marriage, 
children) and low alternatives (e.g., economic opportunity) even when there is relatively 
low satisfaction in the relationship (Rusbult & Martz, 1995).  The importance of the 
balance between factors helps explain the relatively high importance of investment in 
predicting commitment for mentors in Gettings and Wilson’s sample (2014) where 
mentors perhaps saw their investments as efforts to support youth development with more 
focus on being impactful than on whether or not the mentor is particularly satisfied in the 
relationship. 
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An integrated model of mentor retention.  Explaining mentor retention will 
likely be strengthened by simultaneously addressing factors related to the mentor’s role 
as a volunteer and a participant in an interpersonal relationship as these are both salient 
aspects of the mentor’s experience and likely to contribute to the decision to continue or 
terminate the relationship.  Researchers of volunteerism have long conceded that 
discussions of volunteer retention are most robust when they include multiple 
perspectives (Penner, 2002; Wilson, 2000) and that special considerations are needed for 
specialized types of volunteering.  Honoring this viewpoint, this paper will explore 
whether and how the mentor’s role as both a volunteer and participant in an interpersonal 
relationship contribute to mentor retention.  To do so, this paper develops and empirically 
tests a conceptual model of mentor retention, shown in Figure 1, that integrates the 
concepts of role identity and factors from the investment model to jointly predict mentor 
retention.   
Important to note in the integrated conceptual model is a proposed relationship 
between role identity and relationship commitment.  The amount of time mentors spend 
volunteering, that is time spent with the youth, is expected to be positively associated 
with the development of role identity (Callero, 1985; Penner & Finkelstein, 1998) and is 
a signal of investment, which contributes to relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980).  In 
addition, whether a volunteer’s expectations have been met is associated with role 
identity development and volunteer retention (Penner, 2002).  Similarly, a fit between 
expectations and experience has been shown to impact whether mentors end their 
relationships with youth (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, et al., 2017) 
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and is a component of satisfaction with the relationship, which contributes to 
commitment (Rusbult, 1980).  As a number of factors that would lead to role identity 
development and relationship commitment are the same, it is likely that these two 
constructs will be positively correlated.     
How strongly a volunteer identifies as a mentor and how committed they are to 
the relationship with the youth are both expected to predict whether or not they choose to 
continue the mentoring relationship.  Therefore, the purpose of this study is to test these 
relationships as proposed in the conceptual model illustrated in Figure 2.1.  It is 
hypothesized that: (1) mentor retention will be predicted by each of the three types of role 
identity (general volunteer, program-specific and youth-specific) as well as the mentor’s 
commitment to the relationship with the youth; (2) role identity and relationship 
commitment will be positively correlated; and (3) commitment to the relationship will be 
predicted by relationship satisfaction, available alternatives and mentor investment.  Due 
to the expected relationship between commitment and role identity, this paper will 
explore if the predictors of commitment- relationship satisfaction, available alternatives 
and mentor investment- also predict role identity. 
Methods 
Participants and Procedures 
Participants were college students serving as mentors to elementary, middle and 
high school aged youth in one-on-one relationships, who were involved in a larger, 
longitudinal study of mentoring relationship development.  Participants were recruited 
from 5 mentoring programs (Table 2.1).  Two programs were run by their university’s 
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community service center and matched only college students from their university as 
mentors.  These programs asked mentors to commit to meeting with a mentee for a full 
academic year with the option to continue the next year.  The 3 other programs were 
stand-alone, non-profit mentoring programs that had a high number of college students 
recruited each year as mentors.  Two programs asked for a 12 month commitment with an 
option to continue beyond that, and the third requested a commitment of 3 academic 
years.  Participating programs operated on an academic year schedule, introducing 
mentors and youth in September and October with matches meeting during the school 
year but not typically during school breaks.  All relationships were one-on-one, meeting 
either at the youth’s school or in the community.  
Participants were first-time mentors, recruited into the study at the beginning of 
their match with a youth.  At each program, a staff person determined eligible 
participants (i.e., first time mentor, over 18 years of age, enrolled in college) and 
distributed an email or a hand-out introducing the study.  Interested participants gave 
permission to the staff person to share their contact information with the researcher.  A 
follow-up email was then sent by the researcher to all interested participants explaining 
the study in-depth and providing a web link to the study’s consent form (see Figure 2.2  
for CONSORT diagram).    
Data were collected in two waves.  Wave 1 was collected in December 2015, at 
the end of the mentors’ first semester meeting with the youth, and focused on the 
mentors’ background and why they became involved in the program.  The Wave 2 survey 
was distributed in May 2016, approximately 8 months into the mentoring relationship, to 
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all participants who completed Wave 1.  Current analyses are based on data from the 
Wave 2 survey, which focused on the mentoring relationship and measured all variables 
of interest, including role identity and commitment to the relationship, and asked mentors 
to report whether they were still meeting with the youth.  All survey data were collected 
using Qualtrics, an online survey tool.  Both surveys took less than 30 minutes to 
complete.  Participants were offered a gift card as a thank you for participating in the 
study: $5 for Wave 1, $10 for Wave 2.   
In February 2017, approximately 17 months after initial matching, program staff 
were asked to report which mentors were still meeting with their original mentee.  One 
agency did not have accurate records on whether three of the mentors were still actively 
meeting with their mentees at that time.  These participants are excluded from analyses 
using the 17 month mark to measure retention. 
Participants who completed a follow-up survey at the end of the academic year 
were included in the current analysis (N= 51).  Most mentors were female (84.0%).  
Mentors tended to be early in their college career: 36.0% freshmen, 34.0% sophomores, 
16.0% juniors, 10.0% seniors, 4.0% “Other.”  The mean age was 19.7 years (SD= 2.8).  
More than 2/3 of mentors reported being White (68.6%) with the remainder being Asian 
(15.7%), Black (2.0%), Hispanic (2.0%) or Multiracial (9.8%); one mentor did not report 
their race/ethnicity.  Three mentors reported that they had had a mentor through a formal 
program while they were growing up.  There were no significant differences in age or 
gender between participants who completed only Wave 1 and were excluded from the 
current analysis, and those who completed both Waves and have been retained.  
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Participants who completed both surveys were on average earlier in their college careers 
than those who did not complete the follow up survey (t= -2.83, p= .006). 
 Most mentors were matched in same-gender relationships (92.0%), however, 
there were 4 female mentors matched with a male mentee.  Most mentors (60.8%) 
reported seeing their mentee once a week.  The majority of mentors (72.5%) had visits 
with the youth that were typically 1-2 hours while the remainder (27.5%) typically saw 
their mentees for 3-4 hours per visit.  Communication between visits appears to have 
been sparse with the vast majority of mentors reporting that they had never talked to their 
mentee on the phone (90.2%) or communicated with them via email or text (82.4%). 
Measures 
Commitment.  Commitment to the mentoring relationship was measured using a 
version of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz & Agnew, 1998), which was 
originally developed for application to romantic relationships and has been successfully 
used in a variety of settings (Le & Agnew, 2003) including recent adaptation for youth 
mentors (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  The commitment scale consists of 5 items (e.g., “I 
am committed to maintaining my relationship with my mentee.”) rated on a 7-point 
Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 7= Strongly Agree).  The adapted commitment scale 
showed high reliability in this sample (α = .96).  
 Predictors of commitment.  According to Rusbult’s (1980) investment model, 
commitment to the relationship is predicted by satisfaction, available alternatives and 
investment size.  Satisfaction, available alternatives and investment were measured using 
a version of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998) adapted by Gettings and 
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Wilson (2014) for use with mentors.  Satisfaction was measured using 4 items (e.g., “My 
mentoring relationship is close to ideal.”), available alternatives using 5 items (e.g., 
“There are alternative ways I’d prefer to spend my time rather than with my mentee.”), 
and investment using 4 items (e.g., “I feel very involved in our relationship, like I have 
put in a big effort.”), all rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 7= 
Strongly Agree).  Reliabilities for the three scales were acceptable (Satisfaction: α = .85, 
Alternatives: α = .79, Investment: α = .85). 
Role identity.  Role identity was conceptualized with three components: role 
identity as a volunteer in general, as a volunteer with a specific mentoring program, and 
as a mentor to a specific youth.  General role identity was measured using a 5-item scale 
(e.g., “Volunteering is an important part of who I am.”) adapted from Callero (1985) and 
used by Grube and Piliavin (2000).  Specific role identity to the mentoring program (e.g., 
“I really don’t have any clear feelings about volunteering with this mentoring program.”) 
was measured using an adapted version of the 4-item scale used by Grube and Piliavin 
(2000).  Grube and Piliavin’s specific role identity scale was also adapted into a 4-item 
scale to measure role identity as a mentor to a specific youth (e.g., “I would feel a loss if I 
were forced to give up mentoring my mentee.”).  All role identity scales were rated on a 
7-point Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 7= Strongly Agree).  Reliability was 
acceptable for all three role identity scales (General: α = .82, Program: α = .85, Youth: α 
= .77).   
Mentor retention.  There is no clear definition for retention in the mentoring 
literature.  However, there is evidence that longer relationships are more impactful 
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(DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Klaw et al., 2003).  For the 
purpose of the proposed study, mentor retention was measured at 2 time points.  The first 
retention measure was whether or not the mentor reported that they were still meeting 
with the youth at the time of the Wave 2 survey.  This survey was conducted at the end of 
the academic year, approximately 8 months into the relationship.  A second measure of 
mentor retention was whether or not the mentor was still meeting with their mentee after 
17 months as reported by the mentoring program.  Consistent with prior mentoring 
research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Spencer, Drew, Walsh & Kanchewa, 2017), both 
retention dates were used as dichotomous, categorical variables coded 0 for matches that 
had ended and 1 for matches that were still meeting. 
Analysis 
 Data analysis proceeded in three steps.  The first step was to examine the 
descriptive statistics for each variable and test the reliability of all scale measures by 
calculating Cronbach’s alpha to confirm that variables and scales were appropriate for 
inclusion in further analysis.  The second step was to examine bivariate correlations 
between all variables to observe whether associations were in the direction proposed in 
the hypotheses.  The third step of analysis was to conduct path analysis to test the 
hypotheses reflected in Figure 2.1.  Multiple path analyses were conducted using MPlus 
version 8 as described below.  Path analysis allows for the testing of a theory-driven 
model demonstrating the relationships between multiple exogenous variables and 
endogenous variables (Garson, 2014; Hancock & Mueller, 2004).  In addition, path 
analysis allows for correlation between independent variables as proposed in the 
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hypotheses.  The direct effects of satisfaction, available alternatives and investment on 
mentor retention were not tested due to the sample size and to maintain sufficient degrees 
of freedom.  Five commonly used goodness of fit measures were used to assess the path 
models (Garson, 2014).  The model chi-square test should be non-significant for a well-
fitting model.  The chi-square test is acceptable given the small sample size used in this 
analysis.  The comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) are used to 
compare the proposed model to the null model.  CFI and TLI values above .95 are 
considered as indicators of good model fit.  A root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) value <.05 is considered a good model fit, and a value <.08 is considered 
adequate.  The R2 values are provided for all endogenous variables. 
Results 
Preliminary Analyses 
 Most mentors (70.6%) reported that they were still meeting with their mentee 8 
months into the relationship, and the majority of mentoring matches (52.1%) were still 
active after 17 months according to mentoring program records, although retention rates 
varied across programs (Table 2.1).  Descriptive statistics and reliabilities for all scale 
measures are presented in Table 2.2.  Correlations between all variables are included in 
Table 2.3.  General volunteer role identity was significantly related to program and youth 
specific role identity but not to any other model variables.  Therefore, general volunteer 
role identity was dropped from subsequent analyses.  Investment was not significantly 
correlated with either mentor retention variable.  However, it was correlated with 
commitment and program and youth specific role identity so it was retained for further 
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analysis.  All other correlations were significant and in the direction predicted in the 
hypotheses.  Due to the strong, positive correlation between program-specific and youth-
specific role identity, an aggregate score was calculated by averaging the two scores, 
which was included in model testing.   
Path Analyses 
  A total of 6 path analyses were conducted to test the associations between 
relationship satisfaction, available alternatives, investment, commitment, role identity 
(program and youth specific as well as the aggregate score) and mentor retention at 8 and 
17 months.  Results of the path analyses presented below represent the aggregate role 
identity measure.  Path analyses examining either type of role identity alone were 
conducted and showed similar results at each time point.   
 As shown in the top portion of Figure 2.3, the path model predicting mentor 
retention at 8 months using commitment and aggregated role identity overall showed 
good fit as indicated by a non-significant χ2 and acceptable values of the other fit indices.  
All hypothesized paths were in the predicted direction, however, several were not 
significant.  Most notably, mentor retention at 8 months was not significantly predicted 
by mentor commitment or role identity.  As predicted, relationship commitment and role 
identity were positively related.  Mentor commitment was positively predicted by 
satisfaction with the relationship, but not significantly predicted by available alternatives 
or investment.  Role identity was significantly predicted by satisfaction, available 
alternatives (negatively) and investment.  As predicted by the investment model, 
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satisfaction with the relationship was positively correlated with investment, and available 
alternatives was negatively correlated with both satisfaction and investment. 
 The path model predicting mentor retention at 17 months similarly showed good 
fit overall as indicated by a non-significant χ2 and acceptable values of the other fit 
indices (see bottom of Figure 2.3).  Again, all hypothesized paths were in the predicted 
direction, but several were not significant.  Mentor retention at 17 months was not 
significantly predicted by role identity but was predicted by commitment to the 
relationship at 8 months.  Relationship commitment and role identity were positively 
related.  Again, mentor commitment was positively predicted by satisfaction with the 
relationship, but not significantly predicted by available alternatives or investment.  Role 
identity was again significantly predicted by satisfaction, available alternatives 
(negatively) and investment.  As predicted by the investment model, satisfaction with the 
relationship was positively correlated with investment, and available alternatives was 
negatively correlated with both satisfaction and investment. 
Discussion 
   Results of multiple path analyses show partial support for the proposed 
conceptual model combining factors from the volunteerism and interpersonal relationship 
literatures to predict mentor retention.  These results highlight the benefits of considering 
multiple perspectives (Penner, 2002; Wilson, 2000) reflecting the nuances of youth 
mentoring as both a form of volunteering and an opportunity to build a one-on-one, 
interpersonal relationship. 
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 Preliminary analyses demonstrated that general role identity as a volunteer was 
not significantly correlated with mentor retention at 8 or 17 months.  This result differs 
from previous research that has shown general role identity to be related to intent to 
continue volunteering (Grube & Piliavin, 2000) and that hypothesizes a relationship 
between general role identity and volunteer retention (Penner, 2002).  Program and youth 
specific role identity were both correlated with model variables as hypothesized, 
suggesting that mentors’ identification with the program and their mentee may have a 
stronger influence than their general identity as a volunteer.  It is important to note that 
role identity was measured 8 months into their mentoring experience.  It is possible that 
these three types of role identity develop and play different roles at different times 
throughout the volunteering experience.  General volunteer role identity may be more 
important for recruiting volunteer mentors or for retaining them early in the relationship 
before they have built a relationship with their mentee.  It is possible that identity as a 
volunteer with the specific program and as a mentor to a specific youth develop later and 
may eventually become more salient for the mentor. 
 Overall the hypothesized relationships proposed in the conceptual model 
represented in Figure 2.1 do not predict mentor retention well at 8 months as neither 
mentor commitment nor any type of role identity were significantly associated with 
retention at that time point.  It is therefore likely that some other factor or factors more 
strongly predicted mentor retention at that time.  For example, data collection at 8 months 
also coincided with the end of the school year, which was the end of the initial time 
commitment for 2 of the mentoring programs.  Some mentors may have ended their 
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matches at this time because they would not be available the next fall to continue the 
relationship even though they were committed to the relationship otherwise.  Other 
mentors may have been graduating and ended the relationship because they would no 
longer live in the area even if they were committed to the youth or had a strong identity 
as a mentor. 
There was stronger support for the conceptual model to predict mentor retention 
at 17 months using mentor commitment and role identity as reported at 8 months.  The 
difference between the two retention time points is somewhat similar to the results of 
Gettings and Wilson (2014), who found mentor commitment to be a significant predictor 
of stay/leave behavior only when match length was included in the model.  It is possible, 
then, that mentor commitment becomes a more salient part of mentor retention as the 
match length increases, perhaps especially after the mentor has reached their initial time 
commitment.  Consistent with the investment model (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 
1980) and as predicted in Hypothesis 1, path analysis demonstrated that the mentor’s 
relationship commitment at 8 months positively predicted mentor retention at 17 months.  
However, contrary to Hypothesis 1, none of the measures of role identity predicted 
mentor retention.  Role identity was positively related to mentor commitment as 
predicted by Hypothesis 2.  Further, role identity was significantly predicted by 
satisfaction with the relationship, available alternatives (negatively) and investment.  
Contrary to the relationships predicted by the investment model and Hypothesis 3, 
satisfaction with the relationship significantly predicted mentor commitment, but 
available alternatives and investment did not.  These results suggest that program and 
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youth specific role identity development may serve as a mediator in the relationships 
between satisfaction, available alternatives and investment with mentor commitment.   
Limitations and Implications for Future Research 
 There are several notable limitations to the current study, which should be 
addressed by future research.  Although mentor retention was reported at 2 time points, 
all other data in this study is cross-sectional, limiting the ability to make causal inferences 
regarding the relationships between relationship satisfaction, available alternatives, 
investment, role identity and commitment.  Given the similarities of the proposed 
predictors of mentor commitment and role identity, and the strong correlation between 
the two, longitudinal data is needed to better understand the development of these factors 
over time.  Specifically, it would be beneficial for future research to measure mentor 
satisfaction, available alternatives, investment, commitment and role identity at multiple 
points throughout the mentoring relationship to see how the interactions between these 
variables may change and interact over time to predict mentor retention.  As noted above, 
it is possible that the influences of the 3 types of role identity change over time. 
 The particulars of this small sample make it difficult to generalize the findings 
across the mentoring field more broadly.  For example, this study represents a narrow 
sample of mentors: college students serving youth in one-on-one relationships that were 
expected to last for at least a school year.  In addition, participants were required to be 
first time mentors, making repeat mentors ineligible.  The mentoring relationships in this 
sample represent 5 programs, which vary in terms of their initial time commitment and 
setting (site or community based), and may differ in terms of other program practices and 
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guidelines.  While there is precedent in mentoring research for pooling participants from 
multiple programs (e.g., Bernstein, Dun Rappaport, Olsho, Hunt, & Levin, 2009; 
Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Kupersmidt, Stump, Stelter & Rhodes, 2017), doing so limits 
the ability to understand how programmatic differences may influence the variables 
included in the model.  A larger sample size would allow for multilevel modeling that 
incorporates potentially relevant program level variables into the model.  Doing such 
would allow future research to consider how the proposed conceptual model might work 
differently for different program types.  For example, it is likely that aspects of 
relationship commitment would play out differently in group mentoring where a mentor 
is matched with several youth at the same time.  Retention might also rely more on the 
mentor developing a role identity specific to the group rather than to a particular youth.  
In addition, future research will be needed to develop conceptual models of mentor 
retention specific to shorter term mentoring relationships and forms of mentoring such as 
with paid mentors, which represent mentors in different types of roles compared to those 
discussed in the present study. 
 Finally, the conceptual model proposed and empirically examined in this study 
represents only a portion of Penner’s (2002) conceptual model of volunteer recruitment 
and retention.  While role identity did not directly predict mentor retention in the path 
models examined in this study, it is possible that other aspects of volunteerism would 
contribute to volunteer mentor engagement and retention such as organizational context 
(Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 2002; Omoto and Snyder, 1995) or the mentor’s 
motivations for volunteering (Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Copeland, Stukas, Haugen & Miene, 
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1998; Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Penner, 2002; Stukas, Worth, Clary & Snyder, 2009).  
Understanding the dual roles of the mentor as a volunteer and participant in an 
interpersonal relationship would be strengthened by a large, longitudinal study addressing 
these components of the volunteer role more holistically.  
Implications for Practice 
 The results of this study, in combination with previous research, provide useful 
implications for youth mentoring programs looking to engage and retain volunteer 
mentors in long-term relationships with youth.  The current results reflect the findings of 
Gettings and Wilson (2014) demonstrating that the investment model is useful in 
predicting mentor retention, which suggests that mentoring programs might monitor 
mentor satisfaction, available alternatives, investment and commitment throughout the 
relationship in order to identify mentors who are more at risk for terminating their 
relationship.  Mentoring program staff could then provide targeted support and coaching 
to help these mentors feel more committed to their mentees. 
 Further, mentoring program staff can play a proactive role in helping volunteers 
develop a sense of commitment to the relationship by implementing specific practices.  
Mentoring staff can help the mentors feel satisfied in their relationship by helping them 
align their expectations with their mentoring experience, which has been demonstrated in 
qualitative research to be related to whether or not mentors end their mentoring 
relationship (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, et al., 2017).  Programs can 
increase mentor investment by requiring mentors to spend a minimum number of hours 
with the youth, especially early in the relationship (DuBois et al., 2002).  In addition, 
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matching mentors and youth based on shared interests has been shown to improve 
mentoring outcomes (DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn & Valentine, 2011) and may 
decrease mentors’ perceptions that there are available alternatives.  Improving these 
aspects of the mentor experience could improve mentor retention long-term. 
Although role identity did not directly predict mentor retention at 8 or 17 months, 
it did show a strong relationship with mentor commitment.  Therefore, mentoring 
agencies might help improve mentor commitment indirectly by helping mentors identify 
as a volunteer with the program and as mentor for their specific youth.   
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Table 2.1. Mentoring Program Characteristics and Distribution of Participants 
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Table 2.2. Descriptive Statistics and Scale Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) for Model 
Measures (N= 51) 
 
Measure M SD α 
Satisfaction 5.02 1.29 0.85 
Available Alternatives  3.44 1.16 0.79 
Investment 4.72 1.30 0.85 
Commitment 5.49 1.56 0.96 
Role Identity- General 5.78 1.06 0.82 
Role Identity- Program 5.25 1.29 0.85 
Role Identity- Youth 5.46 1.13 0.77 
NOTE: All variables are measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 7= 
Strongly Agree) 
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Table 2.3. Bivariate Correlations for All Model Measures (N= 51) 
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Figure 2.1. Proposed Model of Mentor Retention 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.2. CONSORT Diagram 
 
 
 
Non-consenters 
(n= 17) 
Incomplete Wave 1 
Survey (n= 13) 
No Response at Wave 2 
(n= 14) 
Missing Retention at 17 
Months (n= 3) 
Opened Consent Form 
(n= 95) 
Completed Consent Form 
(n= 78) 
Completed Wave 1 
Survey (n= 65) 
Completed Wave 2 
Survey (n= 51) 
Retention Reported at 17 
Months (n= 48) 
Satisfaction 
Available 
Alternatives 
Investment 
Commitment 
Role Identity 
Mentor 
Retention 
 61 
 Fi
gu
re
 2
.3
. P
at
h 
M
od
el
s t
o 
Pr
ed
ic
t M
en
to
r R
et
en
tio
n 
at
 8
 (b
el
ow
) a
nd
 1
7-
M
on
th
s (
ne
xt
 p
ag
e)
 U
si
ng
 R
ol
e 
Id
en
tit
y 
A
gg
re
ga
te
 
Sc
or
es
 
 
 
 
61 
   
62 
 63 
CHAPTER 3: STUDY 2 
The influence of perceived program practices on youth mentors’ 
relationship commitment: A path analysis 
Co-authors: Thomas E. Keller and Renée Spencer 
 Formal mentoring programs ask mentors to form long-term relationships with 
youth, typically for at least one school or calendar year, with the intent to provide 
positive developmental opportunities for the young person.  The impact of the 
relationship depends in part on whether the mentor continues the relationship (e.g., 
Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, Feldman & McMaken, 2008), 
which is directly influenced by the mentor’s commitment to the relationship (Gettings & 
Wilson, 2014).  At the same time, the mentoring relationship is occurring within the 
context of a mentoring program (Keller, 2005a).  The mentoring program is responsible 
for preparing the mentor, matching them with an appropriate youth and setting guidelines 
for the match (MENTOR, 2015).  While evidence suggests that program practices are 
associated with relationship longevity and youth outcomes (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine 
& Cooper, 2002; DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn & Valentine, 2011), little research 
has focused on the mechanisms by which specific program practices can influence 
mentor commitment.  This paper will therefore empirically examine the relationship 
between mentoring program practices and mentors’ commitment to their mentoring 
relationships. 
Relationship Commitment 
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 Theory and empirical evidence suggest that the benefits of youth mentoring, in 
areas such as academic engagement, reduced risk-taking, and improved family and peer 
relationships (e.g., Deutsch, Reitz-Krueger, Henneberger, Futch Ehrlich & Lawrence, 
2017; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Herrera, DuBois & 
Grossman, 2013; Herrera, Grossman, Kauh & McMaken, 2011; Parra, DuBois, Neville, 
Pugh-Lily & Povinelli, 2002; Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010), are achieved within the 
context of a strong, consistent relationship with a supportive mentor over time (Karcher, 
2005; Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang & Noam, 
2006; Spencer, 2007a).  Commitment, which designates a person’s intention to sustain 
and remain psychologically attached to a relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 
1980; Rusbult, Martz & Agnew, 1998), provides an important indicator of the likelihood 
that someone will choose to continue or terminate a relationship across a wide variety of 
interpersonal relationships (e.g., Le & Agnew, 2003; Rusbult, 1980; Rusbult & Martz, 
1995; Rusbult et al., 1998), including youth mentoring relationships (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014).  According to Rusbult’s (1980) investment model and supported by research on 
youth mentoring relationships (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), commitment to the relationship 
is predicted by satisfaction with the relationship (i.e., weighing the costs and benefits of 
the relationship and comparisons to past relationship experiences and expectations for an 
ideal relationship), investment (the size and importance of what they have put into the 
relationship that would be lost or lose value if the relationship were to end, including 
intrinsic and extrinsic investments) and available alternatives (i.e., the availability of 
other potential mentees or not having a mentoring relationship).  Commitment mediates 
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the relationship between these three factors and whether the mentor continues the 
relationship.  Similar to other interpersonal relationships, initial research suggests that 
satisfaction and investment are positively associated with youth mentor commitment 
while available alternatives is negatively related (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).   
The Influence of Program Practices 
 The mentoring relationship and the mentor’s commitment to it do not develop in a 
vacuum free from outside influence.  One important factor that likely influences the 
mentor’s satisfaction, investment, available alternatives, and therefore, commitment is the 
mentoring program’s practices.  The mentoring program plays a key role in influencing 
the mentor’s experiences in the match through their marketing messages, training, and 
guidelines regarding the purpose and expectations for the match (Keller, 2005b).  While 
there are many ways the mentoring program may do this, three program practices that are 
considered evidence-supported practices (MENTOR, 2015) and that are proposed to be 
related to satisfaction, investment, and perceptions of available alternatives are what 
expectations the program sets for the match, how much time mentors are required to 
spend with the youth, and how well mentors’ preferences are considered in selecting a 
mentee. 
 It is important for mentoring programs to set realistic expectations with mentors 
in how they explain the program’s purpose and the role of a mentor during the screening 
and training processes (MENTOR, 2015).  Qualitative research has shown that one 
reason mentors leave their relationships is because they are disappointed when their 
expectations are unmet (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & Drew, 
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2017).  Given that a major component of satisfaction with the relationship includes 
comparing it to expectations for an ideal relationship and understanding the potential 
benefits of the match (Rusbult, 1980), it is expected that mentors who feel like 
expectations were clearly and appropriately set by the program will feel more satisfied 
with their match and therefore, be more committed.   
 One of the major investments a mentor makes in the relationship is spending time 
with their mentee.  As noted above, mentoring relationships require consistent meetings 
between the mentor and youth over time in order to provide positive developmental 
opportunities for the youth (Karcher, 2005; Parra et al., 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; 
Rhodes et al., 2006).  This is supported by evidence that programs that set expectations 
regarding the frequency of contact between the mentor and youth show stronger effect 
sizes compared to programs that do not (DuBois et al., 2002).  According to the 
investment model, the mentor’s investment should grow with more time spent together 
(Rusbult, 1980), which is likely to be shaped the program’s guidelines about how much 
time the mentor is required to spend with the youth each month.   
 A third recommended program practice is considering preferences when matching 
a mentor with a youth (MENTOR, 2015) as programs that match mentors with youth 
based on preference show larger effect sizes (DuBois et al., 2011).  There are several 
theoretical reasons why matching based on preferences may improve match outcomes 
(e.g., similarity-attraction paradigm, voice and choice; Pryce, Kelly & Guidone, 2014).  
An additional likely explanation is that mentors who feel the program matched them with 
 67 
a youth based on their preferences will be less likely to think they could better serve a 
different youth, which should increase their relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980).   
Hypotheses 
Despite the role of the program in match success, there has been little attention in 
the literature to how program practices specifically influence mentor commitment.  As 
described by the investment model (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980), it is 
hypothesized that satisfaction with and investment in the relationship will be positively 
correlated with mentor commitment, and available alternatives will be negatively 
correlated with commitment (Figure 3.1).  In addition, commitment is expected to be 
predicted by program practices including: how realistically the program set expectations 
prior to the match, how much time the mentor spends with the mentee each month, and 
how well the mentor feels like his/her preferences were taken into account during the 
match-making process.  The relationships between program practices and commitment 
are predicted to be partially mediated by investment model variables.  Specifically, the 
mentor’s perception of how realistically the program set expectations prior to the match 
will be mediated by satisfaction in the relationship.  How much time the mentor spends 
with the youth will be mediated by investment.  Whether the mentor feels like his/her 
preferences were taken into account during the matching process will be mediated by 
their perceptions of available alternatives. 
Methods 
In order to examine the relationship between program practices and mentor 
commitment, this study utilized secondary data from a large, national, randomized, 
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controlled trial (RCT) evaluating an intervention to improve mentoring program quality 
(Keller, Santiago, Drew, Spencer & Herrera, 2018).  For the RCT, cross-sectional, survey 
data were collected from all participating mentoring programs at the time of 
randomization (baseline) at three levels: the agency (e.g., program operations, 
organizational structure, mentoring services); all mentoring program staff (e.g., 
educational and professional history, work responsibilities, job satisfaction); and a 
random sample of all active mentors (e.g., relationship quality, mentoring self-efficacy).  
Follow-up surveys were collected at all three levels approximately 15 months later to 
determine if there were changes associated with the intervention.  Due to the design of 
the RCT, mentors were sampled randomly at each time point resulting in some mentors 
being surveyed at baseline and follow-up, but many only contributing data at one time 
point.  For the purpose of the current study, only the data from mentor surveys at baseline 
are examined. 
Intervention 
This study utilized secondary data from an RCT examining the implementation of 
the Quality Mentoring System (QMS) to improve mentoring program quality (Keller et 
al., 2018).  QMS is an initiative undertaken by MENTOR/The National Mentoring 
Partnership, designed to offer affiliate Mentoring Partnerships (organizations that support 
mentoring programs locally or state-wide, typically through training, resources, public 
awareness and advocacy) a systematic way to help local mentoring programs improve 
sustainability and program quality using an approach akin to quality rating and 
improvement systems.  QMS provides Mentoring Partnerships with a structured approach 
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to guide programs through a self-assessment process and provide tailored support, 
coaching, and technical assistance.   
Procedures 
MENTOR identified and recruited 8 state Mentoring Partnerships to participate in 
the QMS trial.  Each of these Mentoring Partnerships was responsible for identifying and 
recruiting mentoring programs from within their networks to implement QMS.  The 
number of programs varied based on the Mentoring Partnership’s capacity to support 
programs through the intervention.  Partnerships were encouraged to target programs that 
reflect the diversity of mentoring programs in their area with attention to factors such as 
program structure, model, setting and size.  In total, 59 mentoring programs completed 
memoranda of understanding and were randomized into either the treatment or waitlist 
control group.  A small number of mentoring programs dropped out of the study before 
baseline data collection was completed for a variety of reasons such as that the program 
ended its mentoring services or staff determined that they did not have the capacity for 
study participation.  In addition, one Mentoring Partnerships withdrew from the study 
before randomization and the baseline data collection period. 
As part of the larger study, there was an attempt to collect surveys at baseline 
from a random sample of 15 mentors from each program or all mentors if there were 
fewer than 15 active at the time.  Program staff generated a numbered list of all eligible 
mentors matched with youth in their program.  Researchers randomly selected the 
identification numbers of the mentors who would be sampled, which were given to 
program staff.  Selected participants were then contacted by the mentoring program staff 
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who explained the study and asked if the participant would be willing to release their 
contact information to study staff.  If the participant was not willing, the next participant 
on the list was contacted.  Interested participants were sent an introductory email with 
information about the study and a link to the study consent form and survey.  The number 
of mentors from each program ranged from 1 to 15 (M = 10.0, SD = 3.33).  All data were 
collected using Qualtrics.  Participants were offered a $20 gift card as an honorarium.  
Baseline surveys were completed by 598 mentors from 55 mentoring programs.  Mentors 
matched with multiple youth were instructed to “respond to all questions on this survey 
thinking of the mentee to whom you have been matched for the longest time.  If you 
began mentoring multiple mentees at the same time, please think about the mentee whose 
name comes first alphabetically.” 
Participants 
The current study includes participants from all 55 programs that had mentor 
participation at baseline (see Table 3.1 for a summary of program characteristics).  Five 
mentors were not included in analyses because they reported being under 18 at the time 
of data collection and did not have parental consent.  An additional 42 participants were 
dropped from the current analysis because they did not provide responses to the items in 
the Commitment scale.  This resulted in 551 participants being included in the final 
sample for analysis.  The 42 participants who were excluded from analysis were on 
average younger than the 551 who were included (t= 4.22, p< .001), and were less likely 
to be a parent (χ2= 13.02, p< .001) or to have a bachelor’s degree or higher (χ2= 17.03, p< 
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.001).  There were no significant differences between the two groups in terms of gender, 
marital status or household income. 
 Participants (66.9% female) ranged in age from 18 to 80 years old (M = 39.21, SD 
= 15.68).  The majority of participants identified as European American/White (69.1%), 
with 20.9% African American/Black, 6.2% Asian American/Asian, 1.1% American 
Indian/Alaska Native, 0.7% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Island, and 3.4% Other 
(participants could choose all racial backgrounds that apply).  A small proportion of 
participants (4.1%) identified being Hispanic or Latino.  Nearly half of mentors (47.4%) 
reported being currently married, and 35.4% had children of their own.  Most mentors 
had completed at least a bachelor’s degree (73.2%) and reported a household income 
above $60,000 (61.0%).  Many mentors (43.2%) reported that they currently volunteered 
with an organization besides the mentoring program. 
Participants served as mentors with programs representing a wide range of 
mentoring models.  Most participants were in one-to-one mentoring relationships 
(88.2%), meaning that even if the mentor had multiple mentees, they met with each one 
individually.  The remaining mentors were in group (one mentor with a group of 
mentees), team (team of mentors working with a group of mentees), or multiple 
mentoring (multiple mentors working with one mentee) formats.  While most mentors 
were assigned to just one mentee (78.6%), others reported being assigned up to 60 
mentees at the time of data collection.  Mentors served in a variety of settings with 53.4% 
in site-based programs, 34.8% in community-based programs, and 11.8% in other 
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settings (e.g., online mentoring, hybrid).  Almost all mentors were volunteers (96.7%); 
however a small number (18) were paid for their mentoring services. 
Measures 
Commitment.  Commitment to the mentoring relationship was measured using 
an adapted version of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998), which was 
originally developed for application to romantic relationships and has been successfully 
used in a variety of settings (Le & Agnew, 2003) including recent adaptation for youth 
mentors (Gettings & Wilson, 2014).  Commitment was measured using 4 items (e.g., “I 
am determined to make my relationship with my mentee successful.”) rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 5= Strongly Agree).  The adapted commitment scale 
worked well with mentors in this sample (α= 0.83).  
 Predictors of Commitment.  According to Rusbult’s (1980) investment model, 
commitment to the relationship is predicted by satisfaction, investment size and available 
alternatives.  Satisfaction, investment and available alternatives were measured using an 
adapted version of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998).  Satisfaction was 
measured using 5 items (e.g., “My relationship with my mentee is an important source of 
fun and companionship in my life.”), investment using 5 items (e.g., “I have invested a 
great deal of time in my relationship with my mentee.”), and available alternatives using 
4 items (e.g., “I think the agency could have found a child with a closer fit to my interests 
and personality than my mentee.”), all rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1= Strongly 
Disagree, 5= Strongly Agree).  Reliabilities for the three scales were acceptable 
(Satisfaction: α= .85, Investment: α= .73, Alternatives: α= .89). 
 73 
 Mentor Perceptions of Program Practices. 
 Expectation setting. Mentor perceptions of how realistically programs set 
expectations for the mentoring experience prior to the match was measured using 3 items 
rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1= Not at all true, 5= Very true).  Participants were asked 
to what extent the mentoring program realistically portrayed the benefits and challenges 
of being a mentor in the program, provided them with an accurate view of the roles and 
expectations of mentors in the program, and oriented them to the mission, goals, and 
intended outcomes of the program (α= 0.85). 
 Time spent with youth. This secondary dataset does not include a report of the 
program’s requirement for how much time the mentor spends with the youth.  It does, 
however, include a question measuring how much time the mentor actually spends with 
the youth, which is likely influenced by the program’s guidelines.  In an open-ended 
question, mentors were asked how many hours they spend with their mentee in a typical 
month.  
Matching. Mentors were asked whether they felt the program “matched you to a 
mentee in a way that accounted for personal characteristics, goals, and preferences.”  
Mentors indicated their perception using a 5-point Likert scale (1= Not at all true, 5= 
Very true). 
Control Variables. 
Demographic characteristics of mentors and youth. There is some evidence that 
demographic characteristics including participants’ gender (DeWit, DuBois, Erdem, 
Larose, Lipman & Spencer, 2016; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Kupersmidt, Stump, 
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Stelter & Rhodes, 2017; Spencer, Drew, Walsh & Kanchewa, 2017), age (Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002) and race/ethnicity (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002) may be related to match 
duration.  Mentors were asked to report their gender, age and race/ethnicity as well as 
that of their mentee.  For the sake of the analysis, a dichotomous dummy variable was 
created for race/ethnicity, which is coded, 1 for “White, non-Hispanic” and 0 for all 
others. 
Mentoring context. Given that the mentoring relationships represented in this 
dataset vary widely, three measures of mentoring context, reported by the mentor, were 
included as control variables in analysis.  All contextual variables were used as dummy 
variables.  Mentors reported the capacity in which they mentored (volunteer or paid 
staff), the primary format of the mentoring (one-on-one or other) and the setting 
(community-based or other). 
Analysis 
Data analysis proceeded in four steps.  The first step was to examine the 
descriptive statistics for each model variable and test the reliability of all scale measures 
by calculating Cronbach’s alpha to confirm that variables and scales were appropriate for 
inclusion in further analysis.  The second step of analysis was to examine the intraclass 
correlations (ICC’s) for each model variable to determine if it was necessary to account 
for the nesting of participants within programs.  The ICC’s measure how much of the 
variation in a variable is due to group membership (e.g., Castro, 2002).  A low ICC 
indicates that little variance can be explained by group membership, which would mean 
that analysis can proceed without needing to account for group differences using 
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multilevel modeling.  The third step was to examine bivariate correlations between all 
variables included in the model to observe whether associations were in the direction 
proposed in the hypotheses.  In addition, correlations between model variables and 
controls were examined.  The fourth step was to conduct path analysis to test the 
hypothesized path model presented in Figure 3.1.  Path analysis allows for the testing of 
a theory-driven model demonstrating the relationships between multiple exogenous 
variables and endogenous variables (Garson, 2014; Hancock & Mueller, 2004) and 
allows for correlation between variables as proposed in the hypotheses.  Two path models 
were tested using MPlus, version 8, which uses full information maximum likelihood to 
estimate parameters from all available information without deleting individuals with 
missing data.  The first path model represented the partial mediation proposed in Figure 
3.1; the second model removed direct effects from program practices to mentor 
commitment testing for full mediation.  The chi-square test of model fitness should be 
non-significant for a well-fitting model (Garson, 2014).  However, the chi-square test is 
influenced by sample size and more likely to be significant with the large sample used in 
these analyses.  Therefore, additional goodness of fit measures were used to assess model 
fitness.  The comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) were used to 
compare the proposed model to the null model.  CFI and TLI values above .95 are 
considered as good model fit.  A root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
value <.05 is considered a good model fit, and a value <.08 is considered adequate.  The 
R2 values are provided for all endogenous variables.  A chi-square difference test was 
used to compare the two path models.  A statistically significant chi-square difference 
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value indicates that the model with more pathways fits the data better.  If the chi-square 
difference test is not significant, the two models fit equally well and the simpler model 
should be accepted. 
Results 
Preliminary Analyses 
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and ICC’s for all variables are presented in 
Table 3.2.  All Cronbach’s alphas indicated that scales were acceptable for inclusion in 
further analyses.  ICC’s for all variables were less than .05 indicating that less than 5% of 
variance in any variable could be accounted for by group membership.  These low ICC’s 
for all variables made it unnecessary to use multilevel modeling to account for nesting in 
subsequent analyses.   
Correlations between all model variables are included in Table 3.3.  The number of 
hours the mentor spent with the youth was not significantly related to how well the 
program set expectations or whether the mentor felt they were matched with the youth 
based on their preferences.  In addition, the number of hours spent was not significantly 
related to perceived available alternatives or mentor commitment.  All other correlations 
between model variables were significant and in the direction proposed in the hypotheses. 
The mentor’s gender and the youth’s race were not significantly associated with 
any model variables.  Therefore, in order to improve parsimony, these two control 
variables were excluded from further analyses.  All other demographic and mentoring 
context control variables were significantly correlated with at least one model variable 
and included as controls in the path analyses. 
 77 
Path Analyses 
Two path models were examined: the first testing a partially mediated model 
between program practices and mentor commitment (Figure 3.2), the second removing 
direct pathways between program practices and mentor commitment to test for full 
mediation (Figure 3.3).  In order to simplify the models and improve fit, non-significant 
paths between control and model variables were removed.  Match format (one-on-one or 
other) was not significantly related to any model variables in the path analyses and was 
removed.  The two path models had similar results when assessed by the goodness of fit 
measures.  Both path models had a significant chi-square statistic; however, the models 
were run using a large sample size, which increases the chance of having a high chi-
square value.  Both models had CLI values above 0.922, which is approaching an 
acceptable value to indicate fit.  TLI scores were lower than the acceptable range.   
RMSEA scores were below 0.08, which indicates adequate model fit.  R2’s were 
significant in both models for commitment, relationship satisfaction and available 
alternatives. 
The two path models were then compared using the chi-square difference test.  
Results indicated that there was a significant difference between the two models (χ2[7]= 
21.11, p<  0.05) meaning that the model with more pathways, that is the first model 
indicating partial mediation, is a better fit.  Therefore, the partially mediated model in 
Figure 3.2 was used to evaluate the hypotheses. 
As predicted by the investment model, mentors’ relationship commitment was 
predicted positively by satisfaction with the relationship and investment, and negatively 
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by available alternatives.  How well the mentor felt the program set expectations and 
whether they were matched with a youth based on their preferences were associated with 
the mentor’s commitment.  How many hours the mentor spent with the youth each month 
was not related to the mentor’s commitment.  Evidence suggests that the relationship 
between setting expectations and commitment was partially mediated by the mentor’s 
satisfaction with the relationship.  How well the mentor felt they were matched with a 
youth based on their preferences was negatively associated with their perceptions of 
available alternatives, which partially mediated the relationship between matching and 
commitment.  How many hours the mentor spent with the youth was not related to the 
mentor’s report of their investment. 
Discussion 
 The results of path analysis, conducted using data from mentors representing a 
wide array of mentoring programs, support the hypothesis that program practices 
contribute to mentor commitment.  While previous studies have demonstrated that 
program practices are associated with relationship longevity and youth outcomes (DuBois 
et al., 2002; DuBois et al., 2011), this is the first to focus on the mechanisms by which 
specific program practices can influence mentor commitment.  Given the established 
relationship between mentor commitment and mentor retention (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014), these findings suggest specific practices by which mentoring programs may 
contribute to mentor retention and therefore improve the impact of the program for youth.  
As predicted by the investment model (Rusbult, 1980) and consistent with 
previous youth mentoring research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), mentors’ commitment to 
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the relationship with the youth was positively predicted by their satisfaction with the 
relationship and their investment, and negatively predicted by their perception of 
available alternatives, such as being matched with another youth or not mentoring at all.  
As hypothesized, mentors’ commitment was also influenced by how well the mentors felt 
the mentoring program had set expectations about the relationship prior to matching and 
whether they were matched with a youth based on their preferences.  The relationship 
between expectation setting and commitment was partially mediated by satisfaction with 
the relationship, which is consistent with previous research that has shown that mentors 
who do not have expectations that align with their match can become dissatisfied, leading 
them to terminate the relationship (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 
2017).  In addition, the association between matching based on the mentor’s preferences 
and relationship commitment was partially mediated by available alternatives; that is, 
mentors who felt like the program took their preferences into consideration when 
matching them with a mentee were more likely to feel that they would not be better 
matched with another youth and therefore felt committed to maintaining the relationship.   
 Contrary to what was predicted, the number of hours the mentor spent with the 
youth each month was not related to the mentor’s sense of investment or their 
commitment to the relationship.  One potential explanation for this null result is 
methodological.  In theory, investment should increase over time as the mentor spends 
more total hours with the youth (Rusbult, 1980).  However, because this secondary 
dataset was cross sectional and did not include a variable about how long the mentor and 
mentee’s relationship had been going, it was impossible to measure the cumulative 
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amount of time the mentor had invested in the relationship across its lifespan.  Consistent 
with previous mentoring research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), investment played a strong 
role as a predictor of commitment in this sample of mentors.  Gettings and Wilson (2014) 
note that investment could be particularly salient for mentors who may invest in the youth 
as a means of achieving their goals for the relationship. This said, it will be important for 
future research to continue to search for examples of mentoring program contributions to 
investment, which is discussed below. 
 This study differs from most previous research on youth mentoring programs by 
including mentors from programs with a wide variety of structures, models, settings and 
sizes.  Individual mentoring studies, tend to focus on a single program model or type, and 
over-represent large, national mentoring programs such as Big Brothers Big Sisters (e.g., 
Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Herrera et al., 2011; Spencer, 
2007a, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017).  Similarly meta-analyses and 
reviews typically limit their scope to a specific model of mentoring such as one-on-one 
relationships (e.g., DuBois et al., 2002) or school-based matches (e.g., Wheeler et al., 
2010).  While this research helps us understand specific program models in depth, it lacks 
generalizability to the broad range of the field.  The findings of the current study and the 
low ICC’s for all study measures demonstrate the applicability of the investment model 
beyond one-on-one mentoring (Gettings & Wilson, 2014) to other models of mentoring, 
such as team or group mentoring, and show the role of setting clear expectations and 
matching based on preferences across program types.  The variety of programs and 
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mentoring relationships represented in this work increase its generalizability compared to 
research that focuses on one program or type of mentoring (e.g., school based) alone. 
Limitations and Implications for Future Research 
 There are a number of limitations to the current study that could be addressed by 
future research.  As noted above, due to the nature of this secondary data analysis, the 
number of hours the mentor spent with the youth was measured on average for a month, 
not cumulatively across the relationship.  Future research would benefit by collecting 
more detailed information about how much time the mentor spent with the youth either 
by adding a question about current match length and calculating a composite, or by 
tracking visit length for each visit by methods such as a mentor time log (see Karcher, 
2005 for an example).  Further, examining the number of hours spent with the mentee 
addresses only one aspect of mentor investment, which could include other extrinsic 
investments such as the amount of money a mentor spends during visits as well as 
intrinsic investments such as if the mentor has built relationships with the youth’s 
parent/guardian, teacher or peers.  Future research may improve the fit of the model 
presented in this paper by considering program practices representing the multifaceted 
nature of mentor investment. 
 An additional limitation of the current study is its use of cross-sectional data, 
which limits the ability to determine causality.  However, the temporality of examining 
the influences of perceptions of practices that occurred before the match began on current 
commitment strengthens support for a causal pathway.  Longitudinal research would 
strengthen causal claims by measuring practices in real time.  Further, longitudinal 
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research would allow for observation of changes in the investment model variables over 
time, which better predicts stay/leave behavior at any point (Rusbult et al., 1998) and 
would allow for the observation of the development of investment over time. 
 Finally, this study relies on mentors’ reports of mentoring program practices, 
provided retrospectively.  There are two main concerns with this method of data 
collection.  First, mentors may not accurately know what the mentoring program staff 
have done or may not have a comparison point to know how well procedures were 
followed.  Having staff reported data to triangulate mentors’ perceptions of program 
practices would increase the validity of this study.   However, given that the purpose of 
the study was to measure how program practices influence mentors’ commitment, it may 
be that the mentors’ perceptions of program practices matter more than what the program 
staff actually did.  For example, it is likely that the mentor thinking they were matched 
with a youth based on their preferences contributes to fewer perceived available 
alternatives more so than would the program staff thinking they matched the mentor 
based on preferences.  Further research could explore these differences.  Secondly, 
because mentor reports of program practices are retrospective, it is possible that how the 
mentor feels about the program practices is influenced by their experiences in the match 
(e.g., a frustrated mentor may look back and feel that the program did a poor job setting 
expectations).  Longitudinal data collected at multiple time-points would increase the 
ability to draw causal conclusions regarding mentors perceptions of program practices 
and the development of relationship commitment.    
Implications for Practice 
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 The results of this study suggest that mentor commitment is one way to explain 
the link between program practices and the effectiveness of mentoring programs.  Given 
the link between mentor commitment and mentor retention (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), 
the findings suggest that two ways to improve mentor retention may be to set clear 
expectations with mentors pre-match and to match the mentors and youth based on the 
mentor’s preferences.  Both are recommended best-practices for mentoring programs 
(MENTOR, 2015).  These results highlight the importance of both practices across 
program models and types, furthering the generalizability of previous findings (e.g., 
DuBois et al., 2011; Spencer, 2007b).  
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Table 3.1. Descriptive Characteristics of Mentoring Programs (N= 47)1 
 
Program Characteristics %/M (SD) 
Organizational Structure 
Embedded in Community Organization 
Stand Alone Non-profit 
Other 
 
42.5 
29.8 
27.7 
Provides Services Other Than Mentoring 59.6 
Affiliated with a National Organization 21.3 
Years Providing Mentoring Services 11.5 (12.5) 
Paid Staff Devoted to Mentoring Program 2.6 (3.8) 
Mentors Active During Last 12 Months 107.6 (197.2) 
1 Agency-level surveys were not completed for 8 programs.  
 
 
Table 3.2. Descriptive Statistics, Scale Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) and Intraclass 
Correlations (ICC) for Model Variables 
 
Measure N M SD α ICC 
Expectation Setting 514 4.31 0.74 0.85 <0.001 
Hours Spent with Youth per 
Month 
520 7.91 10.75 - <0.001 
Matched Based on Preferences 505 4.08 1.05 - <0.001 
Satisfaction 550 3.93 0.66 0.85 0.041 
Available Alternatives  549 2.04 0.82 0.89 0.025 
Investment 550 3.66 0.64 0.73 0.035 
Commitment 551 4.30 0.57 0.83 0.033 
NOTE: Hours spent with youth per month was an open response item.  All other 
variables were measured ranging from 1-5 where 1 indicates strong opposition and 5 
indicates strong endorsement. 
 
 
Table 3.3. Bivariate Correlations 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Expectation 
Setting 
—      
2. Hours Spent with 
Youth per Month 
-.008 —     
3. Matched Based on 
Preferences 
.599** .060 —    
4. Satisfaction .479** .141** .487** —   
5. Available -.351** -.032 -.485** -.655** —  
 88 
Alternatives 
6.  Investment .237** .157** .309** .610** -.425** — 
7. Commitment .329** .069 .310** .600** -.531** .586** 
* p< .05, **p< .01 
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY 3 
How the fitness of the mentor’s approach contributes to supports offered to youth 
in formal mentoring relationships: A qualitative investigation 
Co-author: Renée Spencer 
Youth mentoring agencies rely on volunteer mentors to provide supportive 
relationships for at-risk youth.  Given the important role of mentors in creating 
opportunities for positive youth development, understanding the different approaches 
mentors take and under which conditions mentors are able to provide support to youth is 
crucial.  Models explaining how and why youth mentoring relationships are effective 
focus on the development of a strong relationship between the mentor and youth, 
sustained over time (Parra, DuBois, Neville, Pugh-Lilly & Povinelli, 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 
2005; Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang & Noam, 2006; Spencer, 2007a).  How mentors 
approach their relationship with the youth and how well that approach fits the 
circumstances of the match are likely to vary greatly.  Evidence suggests that mentors 
take an active role in building the relationship with the youth in how they plan activities, 
engage in conversations with the youth and respond to obstacles, all of which is related to 
how strong mentors and youth report the relationship to be (Parra et al., 2002).  Similarly, 
prior research demonstrates that while mentors have the potential to influence youth in 
areas such as academics, peer and family relationships, self-esteem and reduced risk-
taking behavior (e.g., Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; 
Herrera, Grossman, Kauh & McMaken, 2011; Parra et al., 2002), mentoring relationships 
vary considerably in how impactful they are (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine & Cooper, 
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2002; DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn & Valentine, 2011; Grossman & Rhodes, 
2002) and in what specific ways the mentor may provide support to the youth (DuBois et 
al., 2011; Spencer, Drew, Horn & Gowdy, 2018).  The mentor’s approach, or what the 
mentor does to build the relationship (e.g., activities chosen, discussion topics, 
developmental opportunities), is likely to affect how the mentor can support the youth 
and therefore what kind of impact they provide (Parra et al., 2002; Spencer, 2012).  The 
goal of this study is to better understand how different approaches by the mentor 
contribute to the supports offered to the youth. 
Mentor Approach 
 Efforts to explain mentor approach have tended to focus on in-person interactions 
between the mentor and youth including their activities and conversations, and on 
specific components of the mentor’s approach.  For example, Karcher and Nakkula 
(2010) created a typology of mentoring relationships based on aspects of mentor 
approach including the focus of interactions between the mentor and youth (relationship 
or goal directed), the purpose of the relationship (conventional/adult-purpose or 
playful/youth-purpose), and authorship (collaborative, mentor-driven or youth-driven).  
The framework outlines 12 types of mentoring relationships, each of which has the 
potential to be enjoyable to participants if it reflects the type of relationship they were 
looking for, and to provide support for the youth, but likely in different ways depending 
on the nature of the relationship.  
 In addition, Keller and Pryce have described aspects of the mentor’s approach 
including their role (2012), interpersonal tone (Pryce & Keller, 2011) and attunement to 
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the youth (Pryce, 2012) in school-based mentoring relationships.  Mentor role was 
categorized based on the focus of the activities and conversations mentors engaged in 
with their mentees (Keller & Pryce, 2012).  Four categories of mentor role emerged- 
teaching assistant, friend, sage or acquaintance- based on interactions between the mentor 
and youth.  Beyond activities and conversation, mentors vary considerably in the 
emotional tone and skills they bring to the relationship.  Interpersonal tone varies based 
on levels of emotional sharing, mutual enjoying and physical signs of connection such as 
eye contact, laughter and shared affect (Pryce & Keller, 2011).  Not surprisingly, mentors 
identified as being the most engaged in terms of interpersonal tone reported higher 
relationship quality and less conflict than other mentors.  Further, mentors vary 
substantially in their level of attunement in the relationship or how attentive and flexible 
the mentor is to the youth’s needs (Pryce, 2012).  Attuned mentors approach the match 
with mutuality and give and take.  These mentors pay attention to the youth’s behaviors 
and communication as well as non-verbal signs in order to engage the youth and be 
responsive to the youth’s preferences, concerns and feelings throughout the match. 
 The current literature on mentor approach has a number of limitations that will be 
addressed in the current study.  First, the studies discussed above focus on specific, 
limited aspects of mentor approach without looking at the approach comprehensively.  
Second, current descriptions of aspects of the mentor’s approach have focused almost 
exclusively on the mentor-youth dyad, in part because the empirical research has largely 
represented school-based mentoring relationships (Keller & Pryce, 2012; Pryce, 2012; 
Pryce & Keller, 2011) where the involvement of the parent may not be required for 
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relationship development and maintenance.  However, focusing on the mentor-youth 
dyad alone ignores mounting evidence showing that parents play an active and diverse 
role in community-based matches through their involvement in planning and scheduling 
activities, building trust with the mentor, and intervening in potential conflict in the 
match (Basualdo-Delmonico & Spencer, 2016; Spencer & Basualdo-Delmonico, 2014; 
Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico & Lewis, 2011).  Parents, like mentors, have expectations 
for how the match will develop and their role in it (Basualdo-Delmonico & Spencer, 
2016; Keller, Overton, Pryce, Barry, Sutherland & DuBois, 2018; Spencer et al., 2011).  
Mentoring program staff also interact with the mentor through training, coaching and 
support (Keller, 2005).  Reflecting the systemic nature of youth mentoring, the current 
study defines mentor approach as including communication and interactions with the 
youth (e.g., conversations, focus of activities), interactions with the parent (e.g., 
scheduling, sharing feedback about the youth or relationship), accepting feedback from 
the mentoring agency and responding to challenges. 
Mentor Support 
 Mentors can provide youth with support that has been associated with positive 
outcomes in areas such as academics, peer and family relationships, self-esteem and 
reduced risk-taking behavior (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 
1998; Herrera et al., 2013; Herrera et al., 2011; Parra et al., 2002).  Spencer and 
colleagues (2018) described five types of support provided by youth-initiated mentors to 
youth in foster care including appraisal, companionship, emotional, informational and 
instrumental.  In these relationships, which were described by participants as being 
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particularly strong, most mentors provided multiple types of support to the youth, which 
translated to the youth and mentors reporting that the mentors had positively impacted the 
youth in a wide variety of ways including their psychological well-being, relationships 
with friends and family, and their planning for the future. 
 Some initial work has been done to examine if the specific types of support 
provided by the mentor depends in part on how the mentor approaches the relationship.  
Nakkula and Harris (2010) demonstrated a link between the focus of the activities the 
mentors and youth engaged in and the type of supports provided by the mentor.  When 
youth reported a high instrumental focus in their relationship (e.g., getting advice from 
the mentor, doing homework together), they reported that the relationship had higher 
instrumental quality in that it was “helping the mentee grow and develop” (p. 74).  
Similarly, mentors who reported a high focus on education also felt that their mentees 
were the most likely to seek out support for academics.  Importantly, a focus on fun and 
sharing in the relationship were related to the mentor’s perception of whether the youth 
was open to support suggesting that youth may be more open to support when the mentor 
ensures that the youth is enjoying their time together. 
 In their study of school-based matches, Keller and Pryce (2012) demonstrated that 
the mentor’s role is related to the levels of coping and personal support the youth reports 
receiving from the mentor as well as positive outcomes for the youth.  Youth whose 
mentors took on the role of a sage reported the highest levels of both coping and personal 
support from their mentors while youth whose mentor was more of an acquaintance had 
the lowest levels of support amongst the groups.  Mentors labeled as acquaintances had 
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the most difficulty engaging the youth and often spent time separate from the youth, 
which suggests that they may have had a hard time finding opportunities to support the 
youth, or may have even lacked an idea of what kind of support may have been 
welcomed by or beneficial for the youth.   
Influences on Mentor Approach and Support 
Mentor relational skills. In order to build a supportive relationship with a youth, 
a mentor needs relational skills that fit well with the specific situation of their match (e.g., 
youth’s age & personality).  Some mentors, however, lack the skills needed to 
successfully build the relationship or find ways to provide needed support to their mentee 
(Spencer, 2007b).  For example, some mentors lack experience spending time with young 
people and have trouble relating on their level.  Others have expectations that are 
unrealistic for the youth given their developmental stage; these mentors may expect 
younger mentees to be able to do things such as returning phone calls, managing their 
schedules or initiating conversation on their own.  Female mentors, in particular, tend to 
have high expectations about their ability to quickly establish a close, meaningful 
relationship with a youth and sometimes expect their female mentees to approach 
relationship building in an adult manner that is inappropriate given their age and 
developmental stage (Spencer, Drew, Walsh & Kanchewa, 2017).  Without effective 
training and support from the mentoring program or feedback from the youth’s parent, 
these mentors do not approach their match in a way that allows them to provide support 
for the youth, which can be discouraging.  These mentors also may attribute the youth’s 
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behavior to a lack of interest in the relationship, which can result in the mentor ending the 
match.   
Match length. The length of the mentoring relationship is likely to be both a 
contributor to and a result of a successful mentoring relationship.  Evidence suggests that 
mentoring relationships must be sustained over time in order to be impactful (e.g., 
Grossman & Rhodes, 2002) and that youth perceive more support from the mentor when 
they have spent more time together (Erdem, DuBois, Larose, DeWit & Lipman, 2016).  
At the same time, mentors are likely to leave a relationship if they feel like they are 
unable to provide support to the youth (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, 
Walsh & Drew, 2017), either because the youth does not need their support or because 
they do not know how to provide what the youth needs.  Mentors who are satisfied in 
their relationships with their mentees and feel they can support the youth are likely to 
continue those relationships.  Therefore, mentors need to invest time in the mentoring 
relationship, possibly adjusting their approach, in order to provide observable supports 
for the youth.  Baring outside influences, mentors in longer-lasting relationships would be 
more supportive and more motivated to continue the mentoring relationship, creating 
more on-going opportunities to support the youth.  On the other hand, mentors who get 
frustrated quickly and end their match would not have the time to provide support, and 
those who do not think they are supportive and were unable to adapt would likely end the 
match, eliminating any chance to support the youth in the future. 
Gender. In addition to match length, gender may play a role in how mentors 
approach their relationships with youth and how they are able to provide support.  As 
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noted above, evidence suggests that female mentors tend to approach relationships with 
female mentees with expectations similar to adults relationships, leading them to spend 
time trying to engage in conversations with their mentees that will lead to a sense of 
closeness (Spencer, Drew et al., 2017).  However, these approaches are often not well 
met by female mentees who are focused on fun as a way to build the relationship and are 
not interested in the same intimate conversations the mentor might be looking for.  This 
misalignment can lead to frustration and abandonment if the mentor does not feel their 
expectations and goals for the relationship are met.  Female matches are at higher risk for 
early closure (DeWit, DuBois, Erdem, Larose, Lipman & Spencer, 2016; Grossman & 
Rhodes, 2002; Kupersmidt, Stump, Stelter & Rhodes, 2017; Spencer, Drew et al., 2017), 
which could ultimately result in fewer opportunities to support the youth.   
Mentor’s previous experience. Some mentors also come to the mentoring 
relationship with previous experience volunteering as a formal mentor.  Little is known 
about whether volunteers who have previous experience as a mentor are more or less 
successful in their relationships, but given that satisfaction with the relationship can be 
influenced by comparison with previous relationships (Rusbult, 1980; Gettings & Wilson, 
2014), understanding the role of previous experience is important.  Are repeat mentors, 
who have had successful mentoring relationships in the past, better at identifying the 
youth’s needs and determining ways to provide appropriate support?  Or alternatively, do 
mentors with past experience have more narrow expectations for what a mentoring 
relationship should look like based on their previous experiences?   
The Present Study 
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 Given the central role of mentors in delivering a mentoring intervention, it is 
crucial to understand how the mentor’s approach affects their engagement as well as their 
ability to support the youth.  The goal of the present study is to understand the mentor’s 
approach to the relationship and the supports offered to the youth.  The qualitative 
analysis addresses three primary research questions: (1) How do mentors approach their 
match with the youth? (2) Do different types of approaches contribute to different types 
of support, and if so, how? (3) Do the mentor’s approach to the relationship and 
perceived supports differ by gender or whether the mentor has previous experience 
mentoring?   
Method 
 To understand the approach and supports offered by mentors, this study utilized 
secondary data from a longitudinal study examining the development of mentoring 
relationships over a 2 year period (Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017; Spencer, 
Drew et al., 2017; Spencer, Martin, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & Jeon, 2010).  This 
qualitative dataset includes the perspectives of the mentor, youth and the youth’s parent 
as well as case notes collected from the mentoring programs.  A subsample of the overall 
dataset was included for analysis as discussed below. 
Participants 
 A sub-sample of 16 matches was chosen for analysis in this study from a larger 
longitudinal, mixed-methods study of 67 mentor-youth relationships in order to examine 
the approach and support offered by mentors.  Participants in the larger longitudinal study 
were recruited through two Big Brothers Big Sisters affiliated agencies in the 
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Northeastern United States.  These programs match volunteer mentors with youth in one-
to-one relationships.  Participating matches were all community-based, meaning the 
mentor and youth scheduled and carried out visits and activities on their own.  Matches 
made an initial commitment to meet 2-4 times per month for a minimum of 1 year.  All 
participants were recruited at the beginning of their match.  In line with program policies, 
all mentoring pairs were same-gender.  One program serves only females; the second 
program serves males and females, but only male pairs were recruited from that program 
for the study because only a small number of females were being served in their 
community-based program at that time. 
A total of 16 mentor-youth matches were selected for inclusion in this analysis. In 
order to address research question 3 and to allow for eventual comparison between 
mentors with previous experience and those without, all 8 matches where the mentor had 
previous formal mentoring experience (4 female) were included in the sample for the 
present study.  A comparison group of 8 matches was selected by pairing each of the 
experienced mentors with a comparison first-time mentor based on the following factors: 
gender, age, marital status, whether they had children, income and education (factors are 
listed in the order by which they were prioritized for matching).  Mentors were paired 
based on these 6 factors to minimize baseline demographic differences between the two 
groups of mentors on factors that could influence match length, mentor approach and 
supports provided to the youth (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Spencer, Drew et al., 
2017).  Based on agency-provided start and end dates, these 16 matches ended as early as 
5.6 months with some continuing beyond the end of the study’s 24 month data collection 
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(Median = 14.41 months).  Mentors with previous experience had matches that lasted 
longer on average than mentors without previous experience (Previous experience: 
Median= 17.86 months, No previous experience: Median = 13.83 months).   
Mentors were 21-31 years old (M= 25.07, SD= 2.92).  The majority of mentors 
reported being White (68.8%), 12.5% were Black, 6.3% were Hispanic or Latino, and 
12.5% reported being Multiracial or had another racial background.  Most mentors 
(81.3%) reported an annual income above $30,000.  All mentors were single or living 
with a significant other; none of the mentors had children of their own.   
 Youth ranged from 10 to 15 years of age (M= 12.80, SD= 1.37).  Half of the youth 
were Black, 18.8% were Hispanic or Latino, 12.5% were White, 12.5% were Multiracial 
or had another racial background, and 1 participant did not provide a racial background.  
Fifteen of the youths’ parents were the mother, one was the father.  Parents were 27-61 
years old (M= 38.13, SD= 8.18).  The majority of parents were Black (56.3%), 12.5% 
were Hispanic or Latino, 6.3% were White, 18.8% were Multiracial or had another racial 
background, and 1 participant did not provide a racial background.  The vast majority of 
parents identified as being a single-parent (93.3%), and 80.0% reported a household 
income less than $30,000 annually. 
Procedure 
For the larger longitudinal study, all participants completed an in-depth (Johnson, 
2002), semi-structured (Seidman, 1991) interview at the beginning of the match.  
Mentors and youth were asked to complete follow-up interviews 3, 6, 9, 12, 18 and 24 
months into the match.  Parents were asked to complete follow-up interviews 12 and 24 
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months into the match.  If the match ended during the 24 month study period, all 
participants were asked to complete a final “match end” interview at that time.  For the 
16 selected cases, a total of 193 interviews were conducted (see Table 4.1 for distribution 
of interviews across matches).  Mentors were interviewed in-person or by telephone; 
youth and parents were interviewed in-person, most often in their home.  Mentors and 
youth received a $15 gift card for each completed interview; parents received $50 in 
cash.  All adults provided written consent to participate; parental consent and youth 
assent were obtained for all youth participants. 
 Interviewers used a semi-structured interview protocol addressing the 
participants’ experiences of the overall nature and quality of the mentoring relationship.  
Participants were asked about previous experiences with mentoring, the mentor’s 
approach to the relationship, and the types of support the mentor provided for the youth.  
Interviewers informed youth and parents that their individual responses would not be 
shared with the mentor or agency and vice versa.  Interviews typically lasted 40 minutes, 
but ranged from 15 to 70 minutes.  All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
with transcriptions verified and de-identified before analysis.   
In addition, the mentoring programs’ case notes, including logs of staff-
participant interactions and closure notes, were obtained for each match.  Study staff 
went to the agencies, and with the supervision and guidance of agency staff, manually 
copied the case notes from the programs’ databases into a Word document.  All 
identifying information was removed from the case notes before analysis.   
Analysis  
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The primary data source for this study is narrative summaries (Way, 1998), 
previously constructed for each of the 16 matches (one narrative summary per match) as 
part of the larger longitudinal study, which were subsequently coded for the purposes of 
this analysis.  For the larger study, the narrative summaries were developed to organize 
data from interviews across participants (mentor, youth and parent) and from agency case 
notes over time in order to tell an integrated story of the match’s trajectory.  The content 
included in the narrative summaries was chosen to organize information pertaining to the 
larger study’s research questions, as determined by the Principal Investigator, and reflect 
the topics included in the study’s interview protocols (see Appendix 1 for Narrative 
Summary Template).  To construct a narrative summary, an individual coder first 
carefully read through each interview transcript and the agency case notes from a 
particular match.  The coder then described the experiences of individual participants 
throughout the match using direct quotes as often as possible.  Subsequently, the coder 
summarized reports across participants creating a cohesive picture of the relationship.  
Particular attention was paid to describing the mentor’s approach to the relationship and 
participants’ views of how the mentor supported the youth.  While a mentor’s approach 
and supports could be included throughout the narrative summary, specific sections 
addressed: “How is this mentor thinking about his/her role in the youth’s life?,” “How are 
they going about being a mentor?” and “In what ways is the mentor trying to support the 
youth’s development and what actions is s/he taking to achieve the goal(s)?”  After 
completing the narrative summary, the coder determined the realistic length of the match, 
that is how long the pair actually met, which was often much shorter than the official 
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length provided by the agency (range 1 month to more than 24 months, Median= 12 
months).  All narrative summaries were reviewed by a master coder, who was responsible 
for determining that narrative summaries were complete and sufficiently consistent across 
coders (determination of consistency focused on the inclusion of all relevant content 
more than on writing style).  Completed narrative summaries ranged from 7 to 27 single-
spaced pages (Median = 13, Mean= 15.2, SD= 6.0). 
Completed narrative summaries were then coded thematically (Braun & Clarke, 
2006), in two phases, to capture the development of the relationships over time and the 
roles these relationships played in the lives of the participants.  For the first phase of 
coding, an initial codebook was developed for the larger study that focused on identifying 
the mentor’s approach used to build the relationship and three types of support 
participants reported that the mentor offered the youth (i.e., companionship, emotional, 
instrumental; see Table 4.2 for definitions).  Definitions of companionship, emotional,  
and instrumental support are those used by Spencer and colleagues (2018).  The codebook 
was reviewed by members of the research team to clarify the codes’ definitions and how 
they would be used.  All narrative summaries were coded by a team of coders using 
NVivo.   
I conducted the second phase of coding for the purpose of this dissertation, in 
order to provide a broader examination of the types of support a mentor may offer.  First, 
I reviewed all coding for the 16 matches from phase one, coding additional text if 
necessary.  Then, three additional support codes were added.  Appraisal and 
informational support were included based on work by Spencer and colleagues (2018) 
 106 
identifying these as important supports offered by mentors to youth.  The educational 
support code was added based on identifying the theme during narrative summary writing 
and reflecting the importance of academic support in previous mentoring research (e.g., 
Nakkula & Harris, 2010).  The decision to add these new codes and approval of their 
definitions was made in consultation with the Principal Investigator. 
After all coding was completed, I created an initial set of conceptually clustered 
matrices (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014) to compare the codes across cases.  A close 
reading of the approach codes was conducted for each case by slowly reading and re-
reading all codes associated with a case, highlighting and taking notes on key ideas 
within and across cases.  This first close reading was aimed at determining if specific 
types of approach (e.g., way of communicating, activities chosen) appeared to be more 
effective in facilitating the building of a supportive relationship between the mentor and 
youth.  No consistent pattern emerged identifying an approach or set of approaches that 
was better at facilitating relationship development across matches (see results below); for 
example, two mentors may have used similar approaches, but the approach was effective 
for one and not the other due to differences in the specific circumstances of the matches 
(e.g., youth interests, parent communication).   
For the next step, I did a second close reading of the approach codes for each 
case, examining the overall fit of the mentor’s approach to building the relationship (i.e., 
whether the mentor’s approach to building the mentoring relationship worked well with 
the particular situational factors of the match).  This second reading demonstrated three 
distinct patterns of the fitness of the mentor’s approach based on whether the mentor’s 
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initial approach worked well, and if it did not, whether or not the mentor was able to 
adapt the approach to better fit the situational factors of the match.  The three patterns 
included: “good fit,” “no fit, no fix,” and “no fit, some fix” and are discussed in detail 
below (see Table 4.3 for definitions and examples).    
My analysis of the support codes focused on identifying whether the mentor for 
each case was reported by any participants as providing each of the 6 types of support 
coded for, as described above.  Based on deep reading of the codes, the presence of each 
type of support was labeled as either present, minimal or absent.  The support was 
“present” if codes indicated that at least one participant, the mentor, youth or parent, 
reported the mentor was able to provide that support to the youth at some point during the 
match.  Support was labeled “minimal” if a participant reported the mentor trying to 
provide that support, but the participant explained that the support was limited because it 
was either not given enough to have its intended effect (e.g., the match ended too 
quickly) or there was conflicting evidence of whether the support was actually provided 
(e.g., the youth thinks the mentor supported their education, but the mentor does not feel 
like she could provide educational support).  For example, one mentor expressed going 
into the match that she hoped to provide instrumental support by “shar[ing] a lot of stuff 
that I know with her.”  While the youth reported that the mentor would give her “advice” 
from the mentor’s “perspective when she was in high school,” the youth also noted 9 
months into the match that she did not tend to ask for help because she wanted to “try to 
deal with my own problems first” and because “sometimes my problems seem too 
insignificant to ask people who have bigger problems.”  While there was some effort by 
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the mentor to provide instrumental support, the youth hesitated to ask for help and the 
mentor did not want to “push it” leading to minimal opportunity to actually provide 
instrumental support.  Support was considered “absent” if participants reported that that 
type of support was not provided by the mentor or if there was no evidence regarding that 
type of support (i.e., it was not addressed in the narrative summary). 
An additional matrix was created summarizing how well each mentor’s approach 
fit the specific circumstances of their match (i.e., “good fit,” “no fit, no fix,” or “no fit, 
some fix”) and the presence (absent, minimal or present) of the 6 types of support.  The 
cases were then sorted and analyzed several times: first by the fitness of the mentor’s 
approach, then by the perceived supports provided by the mentor to the youth, and finally 
by gender and whether the mentor had previous experience.  Patterns were identified in 
order to address the research questions, namely, how mentors approach building their 
relationship with the youth, whether different types of approach contributed to different 
types of support, and whether gender and previous mentoring experience are associated 
with the mentor’s approach to the relationship and perceived supports provided.  
Results 
 Mentors approached building a supportive relationship with their mentee in a 
wide variety of ways, some of which were more successful at achieving that aim than 
others depending upon how well the approach fit with the particular situational factors of 
the match.  Most mentors were perceived as providing many types of support to their 
mentee, with the most supportive mentors being those who had an approach that fit the 
situation well or those who could adapt if their approach was not initially a good fit.  A 
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number of factors appeared to contribute to the mentor’s approach and the perceived 
supports provided to the youth including the length of the match, gender, and to some 
degree, whether the mentor had previous mentoring experience.   
Mentor Approach 
 Mentors demonstrated a wide variety of approaches aimed at building a 
supportive relationship with their mentee.  The approach to mentoring included how the 
mentor communicated and interacted with the youth (e.g., conversations, activities), 
worked with the parent (e.g., scheduling, sharing feedback about the youth or 
relationship), accepted feedback from the mentoring program, and responded to 
challenges.  For example, some mentors communicated directly with the youth to 
schedule visits and choose activities while others communicated exclusively with the 
parent, trusting that they were better equipped to manage the calendar and were good 
sources of information regarding what activities their child would enjoy.  Mentors also 
differed in terms of their approach to when they would meet with the youth and for how 
long.  Some mentors prioritized sticking to the program recommended schedule for visits 
while others, often by necessity, took a more flexible approach to scheduling, finding 
time when it best fit their personal schedule and when the youth was available.  Further, 
mentors thought differently about how they chose activities and why.  Many mentors, 
especially males, focused primarily on engaging in activities the youth would find fun, 
while others, more often female, were more concerned about choosing activities that 
would facilitate meaningful conversation with the youth.  Many mentors also picked 
activities that would provide learning experiences for the youth. 
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 Interestingly, there was no clear pattern indicating that a certain type of approach 
or approaches was more successful in building a relationship with the youth.  Instead, 
building a relationship depended more on how well the approach fit the particular match 
situation.  For example, a common approach mentors used to schedule visits was to call 
the youth, leave a message and wait for the call to be returned.  This approach worked 
well in matches where the youth regularly received the messages, had access to a phone, 
and was willing and developmentally mature enough to call the mentor back.  However, 
in some cases, the youth did not receive the messages, had inconsistent phone access, or 
lacked the social skills or confidence to call the mentor back.  In these matches, there 
were often long gaps in communication, and therefore, between visits.  These mentors 
reported being frustrated and sometimes questioned if the youth was actually interested in 
the relationship.  Whether or not an approach worked and was a good fit for the match 
depended on a variety of situational factors including: the mentor’s expectations, 
communication style and flexibility; the youth’s age, needs, developmental capacity and 
interests; the parent’s communication style, schedule and feedback to the mentor; and the 
mentoring program’s requirements, flexibility and coaching throughout the match. 
 Overall, the fitness of the mentors’ approaches fell into three categories.  The first 
group of mentors was the “good fit” group whose approach to building the mentoring 
relationship worked well with the particular situational factors of the match.  These 
mentors used an approach that was responsive to their mentee’s developmental stage and 
interests and that was consistent but flexible when needed.  For example, one mentor 
explained how “the very first time we met, we came up with a list of stuff to do, and we 
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did it.”  Then 12 months into the match, they made a new list: “we just did it again a few 
weeks ago now that it’s summer.”  When this youth’s mother lost custody of her and her 
brother, the mentor maintained an “open door policy” offering that the youth could “give 
me a call or a text message… if [she] ever need[ed] to just get out of the house.”  The 
youth reported that the mentor was “supportive and understanding through the whole 
situation” and that her mentor provided “something to look forward to… kind of like an 
escape.”  Half of the 16 matches fell into the “good fit” group.  All of these matches 
lasted at least 1 year, the minimum requirement set by the agencies, with 5 continuing 
beyond the 24 month duration of this study. 
The second group of mentors was the “no fit, no fix” group, which included 5 
matches.  Mentors in these matches began the experience with an approach to building 
the relationship that did not work well for the particular situation.  Compounding this, 
these mentors were either rigid or avoidant of conflict, and therefore did not take 
measures to change their approach or talk about concerns with the family or mentoring 
agency, even though they knew things were not going well.  For example, one mentor, 
who doubted whether her mentee enjoyed their activities, expressed a wish that she and 
her mentee “communicated directly on the phone to make plans rather than talk[ing] 
through her mom” to make sure they agreed on activities.  However, this mentor felt like 
she was supposed to talk to the mom first, which made the mom feel like the mentor was 
“not knowing what to do” on outings.  These communication issues were never 
addressed, and both the mentor and youth lost interest in the match.  Mentors, youth and 
parents in these “no fit, no fix” matches reported frustration with infrequent visits.  In all 
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5 cases, the match met for less than 1 year, and in most, the mentor disappeared without 
any direct conversation with the youth or parent.   
The final 3 mentors were in the “no fit, some fix” group.  Initially, these mentors 
used approaches that did not work well for the particular match situation.  However, these 
mentors made some changes that helped improve the fit of their approach with the match.  
For example, one mentor expressed frustration early in his relationship that he had 
limited communication with his mentee and that the relationship felt very one-way, with 
him giving and the youth taking.  After 6 months, this mentor described the youth as shy 
and expressed that he “wish[ed] that [the youth] said things more often.”  Over time, the 
mentor learned more about the family situation that helped him think differently about his 
role as a mentor.  At 9 months, he was “starting to see the reasons behind the guard,” and 
then at 12 months, he explained how witnessing a negative interaction between the youth 
and his father “put everything into perspective.”  While the mentor’s behaviors did not 
change, his expectations and understanding did, and he began to think differently about 
his role in the youth’s life, ultimately feeling more connected to the youth and motivated 
to continue.  A second mentor was frustrated with challenges to scheduling and staying in 
touch with her mentee on the phone.  When the mentor eventually learned that the youth 
was not able to call her long-distance phone number, the mentor purchased phone cards 
for the youth so she would be able to stay in touch easily without putting a financial 
burden on the family.  Each of the 3 mentors in the “no fit, some fix” group had 
challenges in the relationship but made changes and stayed motivated to continue the 
match for at least 1 year. 
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Mentor Approach and Perceived Support 
 Overall, these 16 mentors were reported to have provided a wide range of 
supports to their mentees (Table 4.4).  More than one-third of mentors (6/16) provided 
every type of support (support labeled “present”), while an additional 5 mentors appeared 
to have provided 5 of the 6 types of support, indicating a wide breadth of support 
occurring in the majority of these matches.  Further, every match demonstrated at least 
some companionship and instrumental support.  This reflects that all youth enjoyed 
spending time with their mentors and that mentors provided material supports, which 
typically included, at a minimum, access to activities the youth may not have participated 
in otherwise, both of which are primary focuses of the mentoring agencies, especially for 
newly developing matches.   
 Mentors whose approach was a good fit for the specific circumstances of the 
match were also perceived by participants as providing a wide breadth and depth of 
support.  Indeed, among those mentors whose approach was a “good fit”, most (6/8) 
provided all 6 types of support examined.  While mentors were happy to be able to 
provide support for their mentees and viewed this as a main goal in their mentoring 
relationships, one of these “good fit” mentors reported being overwhelmed trying to 
provide emotional support to her mentee.  Early in this match, the mentor felt close to her 
mentee when the youth opened up about the struggles she faced at home, including 
possible eviction and a difficult relationship with her parents, showing that the youth “felt 
like she could talk to me when she couldn’t talk to anyone else.”  Over time, however, it 
became clear to this mentor that the youth had mental health needs beyond her expertise, 
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and she struggled to set boundaries when her mentee called her late at night to complain 
about her parents.  As the mentor explained, the youth had “a lot more under the surface 
going on that she definitely needs support that I wasn’t able to give her, and I think, as a 
result of that, it started to create more and more tension in the relationship.”  While this 
mentor was able to provide emotional support to her mentee and understood why it was 
needed, she eventually felt worn out and was relieved to end the match when she moved 
out of town.   
 Those mentors with a “no fit, no fix” approach were typically reported as 
providing few supports to the youth.  In these matches, which as discussed above, were 
typically short and with infrequent visits, mentors did not have enough time with the 
youth to be able to provide support and often had a difficult time determining an 
appropriate way to support the youth, even when the need was clear.  For example, going 
into her match, one mentor expressed an understanding that her role as a mentor was to 
provide fun activities for her mentee while also helping increase the youth’s self-esteem 
since her mentee experienced bullying and showed signs of depression.  Having also been 
bullied in school, the mentor felt that “a lot of what she’s going through, I [have] been 
through, and I’m here today, and I can let her know that it’s going to be okay, and you 
make it through it.”  During their 8 months of visits, this mentor focused all of her energy 
on choosing fun activities, which provided a sense of companionship and instrumental 
support.  However, despite wanting to provide emotional and appraisal support for her 
mentee, this mentor actively avoided asking her mentee questions about school or peers: 
“I don’t really want to push it because then she’ll probably start feeling weird about me 
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because she’s gonna start thinking that’s what I want to talk about.”  She felt that it was 
the parent’s job to address what happened to the youth at school, and “there’s nothing 
that I can do on my end.”  Over time, the mentor began to feel helpless, ending the match 
after 8 months when her own personal issues arose.   
 Mentors whose approach was in the “no fit, some fix” category were able to 
provide most of the six types of support to their mentees.  These mentors did not give up 
and after making initial adaptations when their approach was not a good fit, these 
mentors tended to look more like mentors whose initial approach was a good fit and were 
similarly able to provide a wide range of support.  However, like with their approach, 
these mentors sometimes struggled to adapt their expectations of what supporting the 
youth would look like within the reality of the match.  For example, one mentor, who was 
in college training to become a teacher, expected that all youth matched in the mentoring 
program “have a troubled background” or “emotional issues.”  She hoped to provide a 
mentee with a wide variety of supports including a fun relationship with interesting new 
activities, educational encouragement and herself serving as a confidant.  When she was 
matched with a youth who did well in school and had strong family relationships, the 
mentor had a hard time understanding how she was being supportive:  
I was expecting maybe she’d call me up and say, ‘You know, I’m really having a 
bad day. I really need somebody to talk to’ or something.  So I was kind of 
thinking maybe I would be more of a friend to her as opposed to someone who 
just hung out and drove her around to places. 
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Ultimately, this mentor was described as successfully providing 5 of the 6 types of 
support to the youth but struggled to be supportive emotionally.  While the youth did feel 
some emotional support from her mentor, the benefits of that support were lost when the 
mentor abruptly stopped contacting the family and agency without explanation.  The 
youth, who had been abandoned by her previous mentor, was devastated by the betrayal 
of her trust, possibly negating any benefits of the emotional support the match may have 
provided. 
The Roles of Gender and Previous Experience  
 There were gender differences in the fitness of the mentor’s approach and the 
perceived supports provided to the youth (Table 4.5).  Nearly two-thirds of the male 
mentors were categorized as using a “good fit” approach.  These male mentors tended to 
focus on activities that were mutually enjoyable as a way to build the friendship and had 
expectations of the youth that were developmentally appropriate.  Just as many females 
used a “good fit” approach as a “no fit, no fix” approach.  Many of the female mentors 
had difficulty communicating and scheduling with the youth or the youth’s parent, which 
led to infrequent or inconsistent visits.  In some of these cases, the mentor was able to 
find solutions to improve communication, such as the mentor noted above who purchased 
phone cards for her mentee.  In others, the mentor continued using a hand-off approach or 
waited for the youth to reach out despite coaching from the agency that the 
communication burden tends to land on the mentors.  In turn, descriptions of the male 
matches more often indicated that the mentor had provided all 6 types of support to their 
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mentee and overall were reported as providing more types of support, which is likely 
accounted for in part by differences in their approach. 
 Whether the mentor had previous experience in a formal mentoring relationship 
did not seem to consistently matter with regard to whether the approach used fit the 
particular situation or the types of support offered (Table 4.6).  For example, one mentor 
came to his match with two previous long-term mentoring relationships, one while he 
was in college, the other while he was in the Navy.  The agency noted high expectations 
for this mentor at the beginning of the match, which were met.  This mentor had an 
approach that fit well with his mentee’s needs and developmental capacity and was able 
to provide all 6 types of support.  On the other hand, not all mentors had previous 
experiences that were successful and prepared them for their current match.  A different 
mentor was interested in a new match because her previous mentee frequently canceled 
plans and was unresponsive when the mentor tried to reach out.  Having been severely 
disappointed by her first match, this mentor hoped her new mentee would be more clearly 
dedicated to the program.  Over time, this mentor grew frustrated in her new match when 
the youth was not equally active in communication efforts despite coaching from the 
agency that the adult is typically more responsible for initiating communication than the 
youth.  Ultimately, she abandoned the match, leaving the youth with a strong sense of 
loss. Therefore, previous experience seemed to be a benefit when the mentor had a 
positive experience that prepared them well for a new match, but could be a barrier for 
mentors who are unable to make changes after a failed first relationship or who have 
expectations for a second match that do not fit with the actual situation of the match. 
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Discussion 
The purpose of this longitudinal, qualitative study was to examine how mentors 
approach building a relationship with their mentee and the connection between the 
mentor’s approach and the perceived support provided to the youth.  However, close 
examination of the data did not identify that any specific approach or approaches was 
better at facilitating the building of the mentoring relationship, moving the focus instead 
to the fit of the mentor’s approach with the specific circumstances of the match.  The 
study expands on previous studies of mentor approach (e.g. Karcher & Nakkula, 2010; 
Keller & Pryce, 2012; Pryce & Keller, 2011), which have focused almost exclusively on 
the mentor-youth dyad, by considering also the fit of how the mentor worked with the 
parent and the influence of coaching and feedback from agency staff, particularly when 
the mentor’s approach did not initially fit well for the match.  This wider focus better 
represents the complexity of interactions required in community-based mentoring 
relationships, reflecting a systemic perspective on youth mentoring relationships (Keller, 
2005).   
 Contrary to previous research, no specific type of approach was identified that 
best facilitated building a relationship between the mentor and youth.  What mattered 
instead was how well the mentor’s approach, including how the mentor communicated 
and interacted with the youth, worked with the parent, and accepted feedback from the 
mentoring program, fit with the specific situation of the match (e.g., personalities, 
communication preferences, youth’s developmental stage).  Mentors whose approach fit 
well with the situation were able to build matches that sustained at least 12 months, the 
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programs’ minimum requirement, and which were perceived as providing a wide range of 
support to the youth.  Mentors in this sample whose approach did not fit the situation and 
who did not make any changes to adapt had relationships that ended before the 12 month 
mark and were often not able to provide much support to the youth.  However, if mentors 
did not start with an approach that was well suited to the match but were able to adapt, 
they were able to build relationships lasting over a year and were able to provide a wide 
range of support to youth, similar to those mentors whose initial approach fit well. 
 Mentors whose approach was a good fit as well as those who were able to fix their 
approach often reflected traits of highly attuned mentors (Pryce, 2012).  These mentors 
paid attention to cues from the youth and parent as well as agency staff and showed 
flexibility in how they responded.  These mentors were able to identify how the youth 
and parent were feeling and adapt or seek out help as needed.  The mentors whose 
approach did not fit the match well and who did not change their approach reflected traits 
of mentors who were minimally attuned.  These mentors missed verbal or non-verbal 
signs, or if they were able to identify them, were not able to respond or adjust their 
approach. 
 There also appeared to be a relationship between how well the mentor’s approach 
fit the specific situation of the match and the support the mentor was reported to have 
provided for the youth.  Specifically, mentors whose approach fit well from the beginning 
and those who were able to adapt or fix their approach were able to provide the most 
types of support to the youth.  These mentors had matches that lasted longer and were 
typically reported to meet with their mentee regularly as opposed to mentors whose 
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approach fit poorly, who had shorter matches and inconsistent visits.  The link between 
length and supports is consistent with previous research that has shown that higher 
mentoring dosage plays an important role in facilitating support in mentoring 
relationships (Erdem et al., 2016; Parra et al., 2002). 
 There were gender differences in how well the mentor’s approach fit and how 
much support they were perceived as providing to the youth.  Consistent with previous 
research (Spencer, Drew et al., 2017), male mentors tended to focus on engaging the 
youth in mutually enjoyable, developmentally appropriate activities and were typically 
categorized as using an approach that fit the match well.  Female mentors, on the other 
hand, faced bigger challenges communicating with the youth and guardian and 
sometimes had unrealistic expectations around the youth’s communication skills even 
when coached by the agency.  Most female mentors started with an approach that was not 
a good fit although some were able to adjust their approach.  Likely reflecting the 
relationship between approach and support, male mentors were reported to have provided 
more support than female mentors.   
 Mentors who had previous experience did not show any consistent advantage in 
approach or support compared to first time mentors.  Instead, how the previous 
relationship went and how it influenced the mentor’s expectations seemed to play a 
bigger role.  If the mentor had a successful previous relationship and demonstrated strong 
relational skills, the mentor could adapt easily to a new mentoring relationship.  
However, some previous mentors had less successful prior relationships.  Even though 
the prior relationship’s ending may have been blamed on external circumstances such as 
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the youth not showing interest, it is important to understand how the mentor responded in 
order to understand their relational skills and how they might respond in the future.  For 
example, did the youth lose interest because they found visits with the mentor 
uncomfortable or boring?  Understanding patterns of mentor behavior across matches is 
beyond the scope of this study, but would provide important information regarding the 
processes by which previous mentoring relationships influence subsequent matches. 
Limitations 
 There are several limitations to this study that should be recognized.  The 
generalizability of these findings is limited due to the small size of the sample and the 
limited nature of relationships represented (community-based matches, representing two 
Big Brother Big Sisters agencies).  However, because the results emphasize the fit of the 
mentor’s approach rather than a specific approach as being successful in building a long-
lasting, supportive relationship, this key connection is likely to be found in other forms of 
mentoring.   
While gender differences in fit of approach and perceived supports provided were 
identified, it is important to reiterate that the male and female mentors came from two 
different mentoring programs.  It is possible that some gender differences are related to 
programmatic differences such as training or how the role of a mentor is discussed 
between mentors and staff.  However, these findings are in line with other studies that 
have found gender-based differences in youth mentoring relationships using male and 
female matches from the same programs, suggesting that gender may play as much of a 
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role as potential programmatic differences (e.g., DeWit et al., 2016; Grossman & Rhodes, 
2002; Kupersmidt et al., 2017). 
 In addition, this study relies on participant reports of how the mentor supported 
the youth, not objective measures.  It is possible that participants who are satisfied with 
their relationships perceive more support due to positive feelings about the relationship 
while dissatisfied participants may have trouble identifying supports even if they have 
been provided.  The triangulation of data from 3 report sources (youth, mentor, parent) 
strengthens confidence in these findings.  However, because of the limitations of 
secondary data analysis, not every type of support may have been directly reported on by 
each participant in a match, requiring that conclusions be drawn based on where evidence 
was available. 
Implications for Future Research 
 The limitations discussed above suggest several steps for future research.  First, 
future research would benefit from incorporating more objective measures of mentor 
approach and support.  Survey measures would allow for more consistent evaluation of 
each type of support from each participant.  In addition, intensive observational 
measures, such as those used by Keller and Pryce (2010, 2012; Pryce, 2012; Pryce & 
Keller, 2011), would allow researchers to more objectively measure interactions, 
conversations and attempts at mentor support.  These methods, however, would be far 
more complicated to implement in research on community-based mentoring relationships. 
 Future research would also benefit from examining mentor approach and supports 
provided reflecting a wider array of mentoring relationships.  Research should include 
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matches from programs outside of the Big Brothers Big Sisters model such as those using 
paid mentors or short-term mentoring interventions.  Future research would also be 
strengthened by comparing male and female mentors within the same agency and by 
considering cross-gender matches.  
Implications for Practice 
 The results of this study suggest that in order to facilitate long-lasting, supportive 
relationships for youth, mentoring programs need to train, monitor and coach mentors 
with attention to how the mentor approaches the match.  In particular, programs should 
not advocate a one-size fits all approach to mentoring relationships (e.g., the mentor 
should always make plans directly with the parent).  Instead, mentoring program staff 
must understand the specifics of the match and coach the mentor in a way that will work 
well based on youth characteristics, parent preferences and the agency’s goals and 
policies.  Further, the finding that some mentors whose approach was not initially a good 
fit for the match were able to make changes and ultimately have matches that were as 
long and supportive as those with mentors whose approach initially fit highlights the need 
for ongoing monitoring to identify challenges and intensive intervention to aid mentors in 
need of making change.  Recruiting mentors who are flexible in their approach and 
attuned to the needs of the mentees may reduce the need for intensive mentor support if 
they are naturally able to adapt to the circumstances of their match. 
 In training and supporting mentors, agencies also have to pay attention to gender 
and to the mentor’s previous experience.  In line with previous research (Spencer, Drew 
et al., 2017), female mentors may require specific coaching to help them approach the 
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youth in a developmentally appropriate manner, not expecting them to engage in adult-
like interactions.  Mentors with past mentoring experience may also be influenced by 
their previous relationships, especially if that relationship did not go well.  Agency staff 
should work to deeply understand previous mentoring relationships to understand what 
challenges the mentor may bring to the match, even if the reason for the match ending 
was not explicitly because of something the mentor had done.  Mentor’s expectations for 
a match are likely influenced by past experiences (Rusbult, 1980; Gettings & Wilson, 
2014) and could affect how the mentor approaches the match and ultimately whether and 
what kind of support the mentor can provide for the youth.  Automatically assuming that 
mentors with previous experience are well-suited to be matched again could lead to 
unsuccessful mentoring experience if more is not understood about the previous 
relationship. 
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Table 4.1. Distribution of Interviews across Cases and Participant Type 
 
Match 
Mentor 
Interviews 
Youth 
Interviews 
Parent 
Interviews 
Total 
Interviews 
1 2 3 2 7 
2 4 5 3 12 
3 5 5 2 12 
4 4 5 2 11 
5 7 7 3 17 
6 3 4 2 9 
7 4 5 3 12 
8 7 6 3 16 
9 4 5 3 12 
10 5 5 2 12 
11 2 2 2 6 
12 6 7 3 16 
13 6 6 2 14 
14 6 6 2 14 
15 5 2 2 9 
16 6 6 2 14 
Total 76 79 38 193 
 
 
Table 4.2. Codebook Definitions: Approach and Types of Support 
 
Code Definition
1 
Mentor Approach The style the mentor uses to build the relationship including 
communication and interactions with the youth, interactions with 
the parent, accepting feedback from the agency and responding to 
challenges 
Appraisal The presence or absence of how the mentor affirms the youth’s self-
esteem 
Companionship The presence or absence of friendship and general enjoyment 
perceived by the youth 
Educational 
Support 
The presence or absence of how the mentor supports education 
and/or learning 
Emotional Support The presence or absence of how the mentor supports the youth 
regarding his/her personal issues and emotions 
Informational 
Support 
The presence or absence of how the mentor offers the youth advice 
Instrumental 
Support 
The presence or absence of how the mentor provides practical, 
physical, or material support to the youth in terms of progressing 
short or long term goals 
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1: Definitions of appraisal, companionship, emotional, informational and instrumental 
support were based on definitions used in previous work by Spencer and colleagues 
(2018).  The educational support code was added based on identifying the theme during 
narrative summary writing and reflecting the presence of academic support in previous 
mentoring research (e.g., Nakkula & Harris, 2010).   
 
 
Table 4.3. Definitions of the Fit of the Mentor’s Approach with Examples 
 
Fit Definition Example-  
Mentor calls youth to make plans 
then waits for the youth to call 
back… 
“Good fit” The mentor used an approach to 
building the mentoring 
relationship that worked well 
with the particular situational 
factors of the match including: 
the mentor’s expectations, 
communication style and 
flexibility; the youth’s age, needs, 
developmental capacity and 
interests; the parent’s 
communication style, schedule 
and feedback to the mentor; and 
the mentoring program’s 
requirements and coaching 
throughout the match.  The 
mentor was able to stay in touch 
with the youth/parent and have 
regular visits with the youth. 
This works well because the 
youth receives messages and has 
regular access to a phone.  The 
youth is comfortable talking on 
the phone and knows her schedule 
well enough to make plans. 
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“No fit, some 
fix” 
The mentor began the match with 
an approach to building the 
relationship that did not work 
well with the particular 
situational factors of the match 
leading to inconsistent 
communication and visits, and/or 
frustration with how the match 
progressed.  The mentor did not 
make efforts to change their 
approach or expectations and did 
not ask the parent or agency staff 
for help even though they wished 
things were going differently. 
The does not work well because 
the youth does not receive the 
message or does not have regular 
access to a phone.  The youth 
may be uncomfortable making 
phone calls or is not 
developmentally mature enough 
to manage her schedule and know 
her availability.  The mentor does 
not ask the youth or parent why 
she is not hearing back and 
continues to have trouble 
reaching the youth to make plans 
leading to infrequent visits. 
“No fit, no fix” The mentor began the match with 
an approach to building the 
relationship that did not work 
well with the particular 
situational factors of the match.  
However, the mentor was able to 
make efforts to change their 
approach or expectations, often 
by asking the parent or agency 
staff for help. 
At first the mentor does not 
receive calls back from the youth.  
However, she talks to the parent 
to see how she can improve 
communication with the youth.  
The mentor finds out the youth is 
getting the calls, but cannot call 
back because the mentor has a 
long distance number that costs 
extra to call.  The mentor buys the 
youth some calling card so she 
can start returning calls without 
placing a financial burden on the 
parent. 
 
 
Table 4.4. Frequency of Supports Offered in Matches (N= 16) 
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Present 13 13 10 9 14 13 
Minimal 0 3 1 5 1 3 
Absent 3 0 5 2 1 0 
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Table 4.5. Gender Differences in Mentor Approach and Support 
  
Approach & Support Males (N= 8) Females (N= 8) 
Approach (%)   
“Good fit” 5 3 
“No fit, some fix” 1 2 
“No fit, no fix” 2 3 
Full Presence of Support   
All 6 types 4 2 
5 out of 6 types 2 3 
 
Table 4.6. Mentor Approach and Support by Previous Mentoring Experience 
 
Approach & Support 
Previous 
Experience 
(N= 8) 
No Previous 
Experience 
(N= 8) 
Approach (%)   
“Good fit” 4 4 
“No fit, some fix” 2 1 
“No fit, no fix” 2 3 
Full Presence of Support   
All 6 types 3 3 
5 out of 6 types 2 3 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 133 
CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND OVERALL DISCUSSION 
This dissertation contributes to the growing body of literature examining the 
experiences of formal youth mentors in order to identify ways that programs can facilitate 
longer, more supportive relationships for at-risk youth.  Attempts to explain why mentors 
stay or leave mentoring relationships tend to focus on the mentor as either a volunteer for 
an organization (Stukas, Clary & Snyder, 2014; Stukas & Tanti, 2005) or a participant in 
an interpersonal relationship (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), failing to integrate these dual 
experiences of volunteer mentors.  The first study developed and empirically tested a 
conceptual model of mentor retention, integrating the roles of the mentor as a volunteer 
and a participant in an interpersonal relationship in order to more fully understand factors 
contributing to mentor retention.  Given the importance of relationship commitment in 
predicting mentor retention as established in previous research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014) 
and in Study 1, the second study considered how the mentor’s perceptions of program 
practices influence the development of mentor commitment.  Finally, models explaining 
how and why mentoring relationships support youth development focus on the growth of 
a strong relationship between the mentor and youth, sustained over time (Parra, DuBois, 
Neville, Pugh-Lilly & Povinelli, 2002; Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, 
Liang & Noam, 2006; Spencer, 2007a).  Therefore, the third study explored how mentors 
approach building their relationship with their mentees, whether different approaches by 
the mentor contribute to the supports offered to the youth, and if approach and supports 
offered are related to match length, gender and whether the mentor has previous 
mentoring experience.  
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 This conclusion chapter will serve as a review of the dissertation’s findings and 
will provide an overall discussion of the dissertation’s contributions.  A brief summary of 
the findings of each study will be provided, situated within the established literature on 
mentor retention.  The limitations of the current studies will be discussed as well as ways 
that future research can build on these studies.  Finally, the implications for youth 
mentoring programs looking to improve mentor retention and the role of social work in 
the youth mentoring field will be discussed.  
Summary of the Findings and Their Contributions 
Study 1 
   The purpose of this study was to develop and empirically test a conceptual model 
of mentor retention reflecting the dual roles of the mentor as both a volunteer and a 
participant in an interpersonal relationship in order to more fully understand how these 
roles contribute to mentor retention.  Path analysis showed partial support for the 
proposed model, combining the concepts of role identity from the volunteerism literature 
(e.g., Callero, 1985; Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Penner, 2002; Penner & Finkelstein, 1998) 
and factors from the investment model of interpersonal relationship commitment 
(Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980) to jointly predict mentor retention.  This 
integrated model reflects the benefits of considering multiple perspectives (Penner, 2002; 
Wilson, 2000) to represent youth mentoring as a unique form of volunteering due to its 
focus on building an interpersonal relationship. 
 Due to the importance of volunteer mentors remaining with not just the mentoring 
program, but more importantly with a specific youth, this study examined three levels of 
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mentors’ role identity: general volunteer role identity (e.g., “I am a volunteer”), role 
identity regarding a specific mentoring program (e.g., “Volunteering with this mentoring 
agency is an important part of my life”), and role identity to a specific youth (e.g., “I am 
this child’s mentor”).  Preliminary analyses demonstrated that general role identity as a 
volunteer was not significantly correlated with mentor retention at 8 or 17 months.  These 
results contrast with previous findings that general role identity is related to intent to 
continue volunteering (Grube & Piliavin, 2000) and that hypothesizes a relationship 
between general role identity and volunteer retention (Penner, 2002).  As predicted, 
program and youth specific role identity were both correlated with model variables, 
suggesting that mentors’ identification with the program and their mentee may be more 
important than their general volunteer identity.   
 The hypothesized relationships in the conceptual model did not predict mentor 
retention well at 8 months; neither mentor commitment nor any type of role identity was 
significantly associated with retention at that time point.  There was stronger support for 
the conceptual model to predict mentor retention at 17 months using mentor reports of 
commitment and role identity at 8 months.  These findings are somewhat similar to the 
results of Gettings and Wilson (2014), which found mentor commitment to be a 
significant predictor of stay/leave behavior only when match length was included in the 
model.  It is possible, then, that mentor commitment becomes a more salient part of 
mentor retention as the match length increases, perhaps especially after the mentor has 
reached their initial time commitment, which was 9 or 12 months in this sample, 
depending on the mentoring program.   
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Consistent with the investment model (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980) 
and as predicted, path analysis demonstrated that the mentor’s relationship commitment 
at 8 months positively predicted mentor retention at 17 months.  However, contrary to 
previous research (Grube & Piliavin, 2000), none of the measures of role identity 
predicted mentor retention at 17 months.  Role identity was positively related to mentor 
commitment.  Further, role identity was significantly predicted by investment model 
variables: satisfaction with the relationship, available alternatives (negatively) and 
investment.  Contrary to the relationships predicted by the investment model (Gettings & 
Wilson, 2014; Rusbult, 1980), satisfaction with the relationship significantly predicted 
mentor commitment, but available alternatives and investment did not.  These finding 
highlight the direct relationship between mentor commitment and mentor retention and 
suggest that program and youth specific role identity development might mediate the 
relationships between satisfaction, available alternatives and investment, and mentor 
commitment, indirectly playing a role in mentor retention.   
Study 2 
 While previous studies have demonstrated that program practices are associated 
with relationship longevity and youth outcomes ((DuBois, Holloway, Valentine & 
Cooper, 2002; DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn & Valentine, 2011), this study was 
the first to focus on the mechanisms by which mentors’ perceptions of specific program 
practices can influence mentor commitment, which predicts mentor retention (Gettings & 
Wilson, 2014; Study 1).  Path analysis using cross-sectional survey data from mentors 
representing a wide array of mentoring programs supports the hypothesis that perceived 
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program practices contribute to mentor commitment.  As mentor commitment predicts 
mentor retention (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Study 1), these findings suggest specific 
practices by which mentoring programs may contribute to mentor retention and therefore 
improve the impact of the program for youth.  
As predicted by the investment model (Rusbult, 1980) and consistent with 
previous youth mentoring research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), mentors’ commitment to 
the relationship with their mentee was positively predicted by their relationship 
satisfaction and investment, and negatively predicted by their perception of available 
alternatives.  As hypothesized, mentors’ commitment was also influenced by their 
perceptions of program practices, including how well the mentors felt the mentoring 
program had set expectations about the relationship prior to matching and whether they 
were matched with a youth based on their preferences.  The relationship between 
perception of expectation setting and commitment was partially mediated by satisfaction 
with the relationship, which complements previous research demonstrating that mentors 
whose expectations are misaligned with their match can become dissatisfied, leading 
them to leave the relationship (Spencer, 2007b; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh & 
Drew, 2017).  In addition, the association between matching based on the mentor’s 
preferences and relationship commitment was partially mediated by available 
alternatives- mentors who felt the program took their preferences into consideration when 
matching them were more likely to feel that they would not be better matched with 
another youth, and therefore, were committed to maintaining the relationship.  Contrary 
to what was predicted, the number of hours the mentor spent with the youth each month 
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was not related to the mentor’s investment in or commitment to the relationship.  
Consistent with previous mentoring research (Gettings & Wilson, 2014), investment 
played a strong role as a predictor of commitment in this sample of mentors.   
Study 3 
There is an established link between a strong, consistent relationship sustained 
over time and the positive benefits of youth mentoring relationships (Parra et al., 2002; 
Rhodes, 2002, 2005; Rhodes et al., 2006; Spencer, 2007a).  The purpose of Study 3 was 
to examine how mentors approach building a relationship with their mentee, the 
connection between the mentor’s approach and the perceived support provided to the 
youth, and how approach and support may be related to match length.  Thematic analysis 
did not identify a specific approach or set of approaches that was better at facilitating the 
building of the mentoring relationship.  Instead, what was important was the fit of the 
mentor’s approach, including how the mentor communicated and interacted with the 
youth, worked with the parent, and accepted feedback from the mentoring program, with 
the specific circumstances of the match (e.g., personalities, communication preferences, 
youth’s developmental stage).  Mentors whose approach fit well with the situation or who 
did not start with an approach that fit but were able to adapt were able to build matches 
that sustained at least 12 months, the programs’ minimum requirement, and were 
perceived as providing a wide range of support to the youth.  Mentors whose approach 
was a good fit as well as those who were able to fix their approach often reflected traits of 
highly attuned mentors (Pryce, 2012).  These mentors paid attention to cues from the 
youth and parent as well as agency staff and showed flexibility in how they responded.  
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These mentors were able to identify how the youth and parent were feeling and adapt or 
seek out help as needed.  Mentors in this sample whose approach did not fit the situation 
and who did not make any changes to adapt had relationships that ended before the 12 
month mark and were often not able to provide much support to the youth.  These 
mentors appeared to be minimally attuned (Pryce, 2012).  They missed verbal or non-
verbal signs, or if they were able to identify them, were not able to respond or adjust their 
approach. 
 As noted, mentors whose approach fit well from the beginning and those who 
were able to adapt or fix their approach were able to provide the most types of support to 
the youth and were also the mentors whose relationships lasted at least the minimum 
requirement of 12 months.  These mentors were typically reported to meet with their 
mentee regularly as opposed to mentors whose approach fit poorly, who had shorter 
matches and inconsistent visits.  The link between length and supports is consistent with 
previous research that has shown that higher mentoring dosage plays an important role in 
facilitating support in mentoring relationships (Erdem, DuBois, Larose, DeWit & 
Lipman, 2016; Karcher, 2005; Parra et al., 2002). 
 There were gender differences in how well the mentor’s approach fit and how 
much support they were perceived as providing to the youth.  Consistent with previous 
research (Spencer, Drew, Walsh & Kanchewa, 2017), male mentors tended to focus on 
engaging the youth in mutually enjoyable, developmentally appropriate activities and 
were typically categorized as using an approach that fit the match well.  Female mentors, 
on the other hand, faced bigger challenges communicating with guardians and sometimes 
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had unrealistic expectations around the youth’s communication skills even with agency 
coaching.  Most female mentors started with an approach that was not a good fit although 
some were able to adjust their approach.  In line with the relationship between approach 
and support, male mentors were reported to have provided more support than female 
mentors.   
 Mentors with previous experience did not show any consistent advantage in 
approach or support compared to novice mentors.  Instead, how the previous relationship 
went and how it influenced the mentor’s expectations seemed to play a bigger role.  
Understanding patterns of mentor behavior across matches would provide important 
information regarding the processes by which previous mentoring relationships influence 
subsequent matches. 
Contributions to the Literature on Mentor Experience and Retention 
 The three studies that constitute this dissertation build on and contribute to the 
growing literature examining the experiences of formal youth mentors in order to 
improve mentor retention due to its influence on youth outcomes.  Studies 1 and 2 build 
on the work of Gettings and Wilson (2014), who were the first to apply the investment 
model of interpersonal relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980) to relationships between 
volunteer mentors and their mentees.  Like Gettings and Wilson (2014) and in line with 
the investment model (Rusbult, 1980), Study 1 determined that youth mentors’ decisions 
to stay or leave the mentoring relationship was influenced by their commitment to the 
relationship.  Study 1 demonstrated that while role identity development (Callero, 1985) 
did not directly influence mentor retention as predicted, it appeared to serve as a mediator 
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between relationship satisfaction, available alternatives and investment, and commitment.  
It is possible then, that role identity is a mechanism by which the predictors of 
commitment influence its development in the case of youth mentors. 
 Building on Study 1, Study 2 considered the influence of program practices on the 
development of mentor commitment via satisfaction, available alternatives and 
investment.  Linking relational processes with the mentoring program context not only 
reflects a systemic model of youth mentoring relationships (Keller, 2005), which 
acknowledges the influence of the program on the mentoring dyad, but also provides 
clear support for specific ways in which mentoring programs may be able to influence 
mentor commitment, and therefore, retention.  Together, Study 1 and Study 2 confirm the 
appropriateness of using the investment model to predict youth mentor commitment and 
retention, which may be a useful tool for programs as discussed below. 
 Similar to Study 2, Study 3 considers the experience of the youth mentor within 
the context of the youth’s family and the mentoring program.  The study expands on 
previous studies of mentor approach (e.g. Karcher & Nakkula, 2010; Keller & Pryce, 
2012; Pryce & Keller, 2011), which have focused almost exclusively on the mentor-youth 
dyad, by considering also the fit of how the mentor worked with the parent and the 
influence of coaching and feedback from agency staff.  These interactions proved 
particularly pertinent to understanding the varying responses by mentors whose approach 
to the match did not initially fit well for the match (i.e., utilizing the parent/program as 
resources to change and sustain the relationship or ignoring/avoiding advice and 
abandoning the mentoring relationship).  This wider focus better represents the 
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complexity of interactions required in community-based mentoring relationships, 
reflecting a systemic perspective on youth mentoring relationships (Keller, 2005).   
 While the youth mentoring field is vast in terms of program models (e.g., one-on-
one, group, team), settings (e.g., community-based, site-based, online), program size 
(from a few matches to 1000+) and other key factors, studies of formal youth mentoring 
relationships tend to focus on a single program model or type (e.g., Deutsch, Reitz-
Krueger, Henneberger, Futch Ehrlich & Lawrence, 2017; Karcher, 2005, 2008; Weiler, 
Zarich, Haddock, Krafchick & Zimmerman, 2014; Weiler, Chesmore, Pryce, Haddock & 
Rhodes, 2017), and over-represent large, national mentoring programs such as Big 
Brothers Big Sisters (e.g., Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; 
Herrera, Grossman, Kauh & McMaken, 2011; Spencer, 2007a, 2007b; Spencer, 
Basualdo-Delmonico et al., 2017).  Similarly meta-analyses and reviews typically limit 
their scope to a specific model of mentoring such as one-on-one relationships (e.g., 
DuBois et al., 2002) or school-based matches (e.g., Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010) 
making it difficult to identify processes that are similar across program types.  While this 
research helps us understand specific program models in depth, it lacks generalizability to 
the broad range of the field.  In an effort to be more inclusive of the mentoring 
experience, Studies 1 and 2 include mentors representing multiple programs, with Study 
2 including a diverse array of program structures, models, settings and sizes.  By doing 
this, these studies increase their generalizability to a wider range of programs and help 
identify important practices (e.g., matching based on mentor preferences) across program 
types.   
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 The contributions of any dissertation are built on the contributions of those who 
have come before.  The purpose of this dissertation was to better understand mentors’ 
experiences in order to improve mentor retention.  In order to do this, the studies included 
in the dissertation widen the lens of what mentoring relationships look like to include a 
broader array of program types and consider relationship development more widely 
within the context of the youth’s family and the mentoring program.  These 
enhancements help identify new and different factors that contribute to mentor retention 
(e.g., fit of the mentor’s approach), connections between concepts across literatures and 
increase generalizability across mentoring program types. 
Overall Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 While this dissertation contributes to the body of research examining mentors’ 
experience and retention, it does have several overall limitations that should be noted.  
Ways to address these limitations in future research will be presented. 
 The most obvious limitation of this dissertation is the reliance on secondary data 
sources for two of the three studies (Studies 2 and 3).  As described in chapters 3 and 4, 
these secondary data sources provided rich data that could not have otherwise been 
obtained within the time, financial and logistical constraints of a dissertation.  However, 
the utilization of secondary data did limit the results in some ways.  For example, in 
Study 2, the dataset included a variable for how many hours the mentor met with their 
mentee each month, but not for how long they had been meeting.  This made it 
impossible to compare overall dosage of mentoring, which may have had a more 
meaningful relationship with investment than monthly hours of mentoring alone.  Study 3 
 144 
included rich qualitative data collected from multiple reporters over an extended period 
of time (up to 2 years) that was focused on the development of the relationship over time.  
However, as the purpose of that data collection was not fundamentally to determine 
whether or not various types of support were offered, it is possible that there were 
specific supports offered by mentors to youth that are under-reported even with the multi-
reporter approach.  Future opportunities for primary data collection can improve on these 
limitations by creating surveys and interview protocols that have variables and questions 
better tailored to the research questions presented in the dissertation. 
 The quantitative analyses presented in Studies 1 and 2 are limited in that they 
represent mentor reports of relationship satisfaction, available alternatives, investment 
and commitment, and in Study 1, role identity, at only one time point.  Despite the 
strengths of path analysis as a method for testing a theory-driven model (Garson, 2014; 
Hancock & Mueller, 2004), which increases the possibility of causal inference, this 
method leaves questions about changes in these key variables as they develop over time.  
One particular strength of the investment model is its flexibility to accommodate changes 
in satisfaction, alternatives, investment and commitment over time, which improves its 
effectiveness in predicting stay/leave behaviors compared to focusing on stable factors 
(Rusbult, Martz & Agnew, 1998).  Future research would benefit from measures of 
commitment and its predictors, as well as the three types of role identity, over multiple 
time points throughout the development of the relationship, in order to measure changes 
over time and determine when and how these factors interact to best predict mentor 
stay/leave behavior. 
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 The three studies included in this dissertation are descriptive in nature although 
they do suggest a number of ways that mentoring programs may improve mentor 
experience, and therefore, retention and program impact.  An important next step is 
developing a body of research testing prevention or intervention methods utilizing these 
findings to not just describe the mentor experience, but improve it in order to keep 
mentors engaged in relationships with youth longer.  For example, how might programs 
better train mentors to set realistic expectations for the match?  How would this type of 
training result in increased relationship satisfaction and therefore, better mentor 
commitment and retention (Gettings & Wilson, 2014; Study 1).  Julia Pryce and 
colleagues have provided a useful demonstration of this, taking her work on mentor 
attunement (e.g., Pryce, 2012) to develop trainings that improve mentoring program staff 
attunement, which will be tested to determine their utility in improving mentors’ 
attunement (Pryce, Gilkerson & Barry, 2018).  Similar trainings could be developed to 
help mentors better understand youth development and the family context, which may 
assist mentors in utilizing an approach that better fits the circumstance of the youth 
(Study 3).  
 In addition to the methodological limitations discussed above, this dissertation 
was limited in its ability to address differences between mentors and youth in terms of 
factors such as race, ethnicity and social class, which are important given the tendency of 
mentoring programs to match mentors with youth and families from differing 
backgrounds (e.g., Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; 
Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, Feldman & McMaken, 2008).  Previous research on racial 
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similarity within mentoring relationships has yielded inconsistent findings (Sánchez, 
Colón-Torres, Feuer, Roundfield & Bernardi, 2014).  Some evidence suggests that same-
race minority matches and cross-race matches terminate more often than same-race white 
matches (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002) while other research shows no relationship between 
mentor or youth race and match length (e.g., Parra et al., 2002).  Similarly, meta-analysis 
indicates that other similarities, such as shared interests, are more salient in predicting 
successful relationships than shared race alone (DuBois et al., 2011).  While difference 
itself may not help or hinder the development and continuation of a mentoring 
relationship, some mentors may end their relationships because they have difficulty 
navigating cultural and socioeconomic divides (Spencer, 2007; Spencer, Drew, Gowdy, 
McCormack, Evans, Horn & Keller, 2018).  On the other hand, growing evidence 
suggests that mentors with higher levels of cultural competence may be more satisfied 
with their relationships and have higher self-efficacy for racial equity (Anderson, 
Sánchez, Meyer & Sales, 2017; Suffrin, Todd & Sánchez, 2016).  While mentors who 
share a background with their mentee may initially feel more confident in navigating 
relationships with youth due to having more shared experience, mentors with different 
backgrounds can improve their cultural sensitivity through social justice trainings aimed 
at enhancing these skills (Anderson et al., 2017).  Future research would benefit from 
further exploration of the role of difference (e.g., race, ethnicity, social class) and mentor 
cultural competency in mentor retention and in particular, how social justice or racial 
equity training and other supports can improve the length and quality of youth mentoring 
relationships.   
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Implications for Youth Mentoring Programs to Improve Mentor Retention 
 By definition, formal mentoring relationships occur within the context of a 
mentoring program, which influences how the mentor experiences the relationship 
(Keller, 2005).  Together, the three studies presented in this dissertation suggest a number 
of ways that programs may work to improve mentor retention, ultimately providing 
longer and more supportive relationships to youth.  The recommended practices reflect 
the life cycle of the mentor’s involvement with the agency from marketing and 
recruitment, to training and matching, through match support.  These are not novel 
suggestions, and are in fact, all nationally recommended best practices (MENTOR, 
2015).  However, given the results of the three studies and other research on programs’ 
adherence to recommended practices (e.g., Keller, Santiago, Drew, Spencer & Herrera, 
2018), there is reason to believe that mentoring programs, and probably the programs’ 
funders in particular, require additional evidence that these practices matter. 
Marketing and Recruitment 
 Mentors’ first contact with mentoring programs likely comes through some kind 
of marketing platform such as the program’s website, a flyer or a table at a volunteer fair.  
At this point, the mentoring program is beginning to set expectations with the potential 
mentor including what it is like to be a mentor, how the program supports mentors and 
who the youth and families are who are served by the program.  While mentoring 
programs are often focused on getting as many potential mentors through the door as 
possible, it is important that their marketing messages are honest and accurate so as to 
 148 
attract potential mentors who have expectations grounded in reality, given that those 
mentors are more likely to be satisfied and stick with their mentoring commitment. 
 Further, mentoring programs may best serve youth by recruiting mentors who are 
flexible and who have the interpersonal skills necessary to build a long-term, supportive 
relationship with a young person, their family and the mentoring program.  For example, 
flexibility may help mentors adapt to youth, guardians and relationships that do not meet 
their initial expectations.  Mentors who are highly attuned (Pryce, 2012) may also fare 
better at responding to a youth’s needs.  Adults who have experience working in the 
communities where the youth and their families live may have higher cultural awareness 
and understand the barriers facing lower income families, making them more empathetic 
and ultimately more supportive (Sánchez et al., 2014).  Similarly, mentors who come 
from the youth’s communities or share important identities may connect with the youth 
more easily and serve as role models that are more relatable (Albright, Hurd & Hussain, 
2017). 
Training and Matching 
 While mentoring programs may benefit from recruiting mentors with certain skills 
and traits, it is not realistic to think that even the best mentors would arrive at a program 
ready to go.  Therefore, it is the responsibility of the mentoring program to provide pre-
match training, and when possible, to provide additional training for mentors throughout 
their experiences.  Like marketing messages, trainings need to be as realistic as possible 
in how expectations are set regarding the mentoring experience.  Trainings should orient 
the mentor to the rules and guidelines of the program, youth developmental trajectories, 
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common challenges in mentoring relationships and how to respond to them, working with 
families, and interpersonal skills such as attunement and managing differences. 
 Much is written about different factors to consider when matching mentors with 
youth (e.g., MENTOR, 2015).  Of note from the findings of this dissertation is that 
mentors’ preferences should be accommodated as much as possible during the matching 
process.  In order to improve mentors’ confidence that their preferences have been 
respected, mentoring program staff should be transparent about why a certain youth was 
chosen for the mentor.  If mentoring program staff have criteria other than mentor 
preference that is used in matching, the staff should share this information to help the 
mentor gain a sense that they have been matched with a mentee that is a good fit for 
them, decreasing their perceptions that they may have been better matched with someone 
else and increasing their commitment to maintaining the relationship. 
Ongoing Match Support 
 As a former Match Support Specialist, I have a particular investment in high 
quality match support as a way to improve the mentor experience.  The results of this 
dissertation provide strong evidence in support of this idea.  In particular, the results of 
Study 3 demonstrate that some mentors who may try to build the relationship with their 
mentee in a way that does not initially fit well are able to change their approach and 
provide a wide range of support, ultimately having matches that last at least the 12 
months initially required by the program.  Ongoing monitoring and support by mentoring 
program staff can play a key role in identifying mentors who may be struggling early on 
in their mentoring relationships and helping those mentors find ways to adapt.  Some 
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mentors may not ask for help- or even realize they need it- until it is too late.  Therefore, 
it is the job of program staff to proactively build relationships with mentors where the 
mentors understand that they will need and be provided support throughout the match and 
whereby staff are regularly informed about developments in the relationship.  Mentoring 
program staff similarly need to have strong, supportive relationships with youth and their 
guardians in order to be better informed about relationship development and potential 
challenges from multiple perspectives. 
 Studies 1 and 2, in addition to research by Gettings and Wilson (2014), suggest 
that mentoring program staff may benefit from monitoring mentor commitment in order 
to identify changes that may be associated with an increased chance a mentor will end the 
relationship.  As noted above, one of the strengths of the investment model (Rusbult, 
1980) is its ability to represent changes throughout the relationship, which is a stronger 
way to predict mentor stay/leave behavior than measuring static traits (Rusbult et al., 
1998).  An adaption of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998) has 
demonstrated validity with youth mentors across three datasets (Gettings & Wilson, 
2014; Study 1; Study 2), and therefore, may be useful for program staff to administer at 
regular intervals.  Mentors who have low satisfaction, investment and commitment, or 
high perceptions of available alternatives could be identified as well has mentors who 
have a notable change in one of these measures.  This would allow mentoring program 
staff to target support to those mentors most at risk for leaving their mentoring 
relationship. 
The Role of Social Work in the Youth Mentoring Field 
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 Social workers and social work researchers can make significant contributions to 
improving mentor retention and ultimately, the impact of mentoring programs, through 
the unique lenses and training they bring to their work, which will be briefly summarized.  
First, social work’s strengths-based approach is needed to help change the deficit view 
that is often taken by mentors and program staff towards the youth and families involved 
with mentoring programs (Albright et al., 2017; Spencer et al., 2018).  Understanding the 
strengths that all parties bring to the relationship can improve understanding and 
empathy, ultimately helping mentors see value in their work and stay engaged longer.  
Instead of aiming to “fix” problems, mentors and mentoring programs can change their 
focus toward developing youth’s natural assets and talents (Lerner, Napolitano, Boyd, 
Mueller & Callina, 2014; Liang, Spencer, West & Rappaport, 2013).   
Second, social work considers the person, or in the case of mentoring, the dyad, 
within the context of other relationships and systems of influence.  Keller’s systemic 
model of the youth mentoring intervention (2005) utilizes this perspective to consider the 
mentoring dyad as interacting with a system of relationships including the youth’s 
guardian and agency staff, situated within the context of the mentoring program.  A 
systemic perspective is utilized in this dissertation and can increase mentoring program 
staff’s awareness of their own role in the mentoring relationship.   
Third, the social work profession advocates for evidence-based practices to 
improve outcomes as well as follow ethical standards (National Association of Social 
Workers [NASW], 2017).  Evidence-based practice highlights the importance of 
connecting theory, evidence, practice and policy.  There are many program practices that 
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have been identified as enhancing the effectiveness of youth mentoring programs 
(DuBois et al., 2002, DuBois et al., 2011; MENTOR, 2015).  Social workers within the 
mentoring field can be leaders facilitating the utilization of these evidence-informed 
practices within mentoring programs.  Social work researchers have a similar 
responsibility to work with practitioners to evaluate novel forms of mentoring, 
understand areas of concern for mentoring programs, and translate their work to a 
practitioner audience.   
Finally, social work’s focus on social justice (NASW, 2017) can be used to 
motivate mentoring programs to improve not just the quantity, but the quality of youth 
mentoring relationships by acknowledging the risk of harm by failed relationships and 
gaps in service to some of our most vulnerable young people.  Often, mentoring programs 
choose to “stick to their lanes,” providing a certain type of mentoring to a specific 
population of youth.  While this may improve program quality by allowing for 
specialization, it removes accountability from the field more broadly to address social 
justice issues.  Further, applying a social justice lens to youth mentoring relationships 
may actually improve outcomes for youth by empowering them, developing their critical 
consciousness, enhancing their social capital, and providing opportunities for youth-adult 
partnerships (Albright et al. 2017; Liang et al., 2013).  Social workers and social work 
researchers, with this broad arsenal of tools, can play an important role in identifying 
ways that mentoring programs can provide better experiences for mentors in order to 
provide more impactful relationships for young people. 
Conclusion 
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 Youth mentoring programs exist to provide benefits to youth in areas such as 
academics, family and peer relationships, and reduced risk-taking (e.g., Deutsch et al., 
2017; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Herrera et al., 2013; 
Herrera et al., 2011; Karcher, 2005, 2008; Parra at el., 2002; Wheeler et al., 2010).  The 
success of these programs, however, relies on their ability to recruit mentors who will be 
able to successfully build a long-term, supportive relationship with the youth and their 
guardian within the guidelines set by the program.  This dissertation highlights the fact 
that the mentor’s experiences with the match, including how committed they feel, how 
well they are prepared and supported by program staff, and how they approach building 
the relationship, matter for mentor retention.  The three studies presented in this 
dissertation contribute to the growing literature regarding mentor experience and 
retention and provide specific recommendations for practices that should be adopted by 
programs to improve mentor retention. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1. Narrative Summary Template (R. Spencer, Understanding the Mentoring 
Process Project) 
 
Case Analysis Narrative Summary 
Case #:   
Date:        Coder:   
Youth Age:        Mentor Age: 
Youth Race/Ethnicity:      Mentor Race/Ethnicity:  
Parent/Guardian Relationship to Youth:   
Interviews Collected: 
Start Date End Date #Months 
Matched 
PM 3M 6M 9M 12M 18M ME  
          M 
          P 
          Y 
Possible range of Actual match end? 
Overall Summary of the Relationship (in a few sentences): 
Expectations at Pre-Match: 
Mentor:  
Expectations of Relationship 
 
Hopes about other Person:  
 
Hopes about own role: 
 
Motivations for Joining BB/BS: 
Youth:  
Expectations of Relationship:  
 
Hopes about other Person:  
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Hopes about own role: 
 
Motivations for Joining BB/BS: 
Parent: 
Expectations of Relationship:  
 
Hopes about other Person:  
 
Hopes about own role: 
 
Motivations for Joining BB/BS: 
 
Previous Experiences with Mentoring: 
Mentor: 
Youth: 
Strength of the Emotional Connection or Bond (How close does this relationship seem?): 
Mentor: 
Youth: 
Parent: 
Notes: 
Strength of the  Working Relationship (Alignment of Goals/Purpose/ Focus):  
Choose best fit and then explain (if distinct for individual participants indicate so): 
 Weak working relationship (the pair’s goals/expectations never align) 
 Mixed working relationship (the pair’s goals/expectations align in some cases and not 
others) 
Working collaborative relationship (the pair’s goals/expectations are aligned (either 
from the beginning or they arrive at an agreement) 
Notes: 
Overall Nature of the Relationship (Emotional connection/Bond & the working relationship or 
agreement of goals/purpose): 
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Development of the Relationship over Time: 
Notes: 
Facilitators to Relationship Development 
What contributed to the development and deepening of this relationship?  
 Mentor: 
Youth: 
Parent: 
Obstacles to Relationship Development 
What got in the way of the development and deepening of this relationship? If it never seemed 
to get off the ground, why not? 
 Mentor: 
Youth: 
Parent: 
Mentor’s Approach (or style): 
How is this mentor thinking about his/her role in the youth’s life? 
How are they going about being a mentor? 
In what ways is the mentor trying to support the youth’s development and what actions is s/he 
taking to achieve the goal(s)? 
Impact of this Relationship on Youth’s Psychological Health and Well-Being (positive and 
negative) 
Mentor: 
Youth: 
Parent:  
Impact of the Relationship on Mentor Psychological Health and Well-Being (positive and 
negative) 
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 Mentor: 
Youth: 
Parent: 
General Reactions/Thoughts about the Case/Contextual Factors: (This can include any Broad 
contextual or specific factors of the family or mentor situation that help situate this case) 
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